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THE TRANSNATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS OF SECOND-GENERATION  





The United States is increasingly populated by first- and second-generation Asian 
immigrants, while nearly 40% of New York State minors live with at least one immigrant 
parent. Immigration is a politically-charged topic. There is a persistent lacuna regarding 
immigration in teacher education, despite the fact that teachers’ attitudes about 
immigration impact how they teach about immigration and immigrants.  Yet, discussions 
about diversifying the profession rarely move beyond race or include transnationalism or 
religion. When immigrant teacher voices are amplified, the focus is often on first-
generation immigrants’ struggles with acculturation and English language acquisition 
(e.g. Beck & Nganga, 2016). Teaching for inclusion and social justice seldom recognizes 
or incorporates the knowledges of second-generation immigrant teachers.  This study is 




decoloniality; it recognizes the United States as an imperialist, settler colonial nation that 
promotes and forces its image upon other countries and people from other countries, 
often in the name of multiculturalism, justice, and humanitarianism. Most Indian 
Americans are not Christian (in contrast to the majority of immigrants from East Asia); 
this gave significant cause to disaggregate the category of Asian American and discover 
if the transnational consciousness of second-generation Indian American teachers might 
offer unique insights into the intersection of immigration, immigrant experiences, and 
inclusive education.  Four New York City-based teachers volunteered to participate in the 
study. Data was collected over the course of seven months in one-on-one interviews, 
group dinners, and in a private WhatsApp group. The teachers articulated asset-based 
views on immigrants, with an emic understanding of the factors that animate 
acculturation and resistance to assimilation. Their experiences and knowledges were 
embedded within transnational social fields that were locally grounded. The participants’ 
transnational consciousness illuminated dominant epistemic norms in school, media, and 
society, including: individualism; monotheistic, Christian epistemic normativity; and a 
persistent colonial gaze on Hinduism and India. None of the participants had explored 
their immigrant knowledges as a part of their teacher education experiences. The study 
indicates that further engagement with the knowledges and transnational consciousness of 
second-generation immigrant teachers would enrich teacher education practices and 
























Oṁ Saha nāvavatu 
Saha nau bhunaktu 
Saha vīryam karavāvahai 
Tejasvi nāvadhītamastu 
Mā vidviṣāvahai 




Om May we (student and teacher) be protected 
May we be nourished 
May we work together with great energy 
May our intellect be sharpened and our study be effective 
Let there be no animosity amongst us 
Om Let there be peace in me 
Let there be peace in my environment 








I bow down to the Earth, my Ancestors, my parents, and my Guru 
and I offer the blessings from my good works to my children  
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“You know, I used to participate in anti-Hindi agitation,” Appa shared in our 
family’s WhatsApp group. (The messenger app-based group spans three generations and 
four continents; all of us are descendants of my paternal grandparents, Raman and 
Annapurani, who passed away over fifty years ago.)  My athai (father’s sister) responded 
by remembering how DMK officials came by and removed her Hindi school books from 
the front veranda.  The Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (the anti-Hindi political party in 
Tamil Nadu) called for English to be nationalized.  I asked Appa to explain.  He 
described the fear across the southern Indian states that nationalizing Hindi would 
disadvantage the regional languages. The idea was that English was neutral, a workable 
solution for harmony. “However, false pride and globalization have transformed Indians 
to think that English is the best language. As a result, regional languages are less used.” 
(R. Viswanathan, personal communication, 2018).  
The Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) was one of the self-respect movements 
that cropped up in the early 20th century, channeling the build-up to Indian Independence 
in 1947, when emerging imaginings of sovereign statehood and unity wrestled with the 
localized identities of each of the regions.  In Madras Presidency (which would become 
Tamil Nadu), the celebration and pride in Tamil, a classical language and culture dating 
back thousands of years, was politicized into a movement that rejected Hindi and resisted 
being consumed into a larger identity. The push for a sovereign Tamilian state exists even 




diaspora. I received a call recently from a distressed Tamilian American mother whose 
child was in a weekend Tamil school; she wanted her child to be immersed in Tamil 
culture and feel a part of the larger Indian identity, but had noticed that there was subtle 
anti-India and even anti-Hindu messaging in the school material.  As I researched more 
about the DMK, I also discovered investigations and analyses that illuminated 
connections between these influential political bodies and Christian-missionary funding, 
including considerable financial flows from United States-based missions.  In other 
words, foreign religious institutions are injecting funds into India that are impacting the 
cohesiveness and stability of the Indian state.  The most powerful and thorough 
commentator I came across was Maridhas, who breaks down the connections on a Tamil-
medium YouTube channel called Maridhas Answers (Maridhas, n.d.).  
For most of my life, I have heard my dad talk about the richness of Tamil 
literature and culture. But I had not deeply understood the ways in which he was 
connected to it or how regional Tamil language movements were globally influenced.  
(This also explains why my first language was Tamil, and why I never learned Hindi, the 
first official language of India and the dominant language of the Indian American 
diaspora.)  Of course, English was in the running only because Britain had colonized 
India for two centuries.  And I wouldn’t be having this conversation with my father in 
New York were it not for two factors. One, the British Raj had actively de-industrialized 
India, and when India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, decided to rebuild India 
by building world-class engineering schools, my father joined the second batch of his 
college. Two, my father happened to graduate from Regional Engineering College around 




immigration from non-European (i.e. non-white) countries. Although this happened to 
coincide with the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, it also answered the 
United States military’s dire need for engineers and scientists to help them catch up in the 
Space Race against the Soviet Union, who had just successfully launched Sputnik.  My 
periappa (Appa’s older brother), who immigrated to the U.S. just before Appa, spent his 
entire career as a chemical engineer at the Department of Defense. Appa added, “It’s 
always been about the need for labor, whether it’s indentured servants, slave labor, or 
immigration.”  My father’s immigration story was also compelled by factors like the 
structural impact of the political Tamil language movement. These factors, many driven 
by colonial agendas, are viewed through pervasive colonial era theories about India, such 
as the Aryan Invasion Theory, which has been debunked (Elst, 2018; Talageri, 2010, 
2019) and the interpretations of German Indologists who are linked with Nazism (Adluri, 
2011; Adluri & Bagchee, 2015). Moreover, these colonized interpretations of Indian 
society are now conflated with U.S. histories and social theories and popular discourse in 
the United States (e.g. The New York Public Library, 2020; Wilkerson, 2020) 
audaciously and uninformedly naming the source of contemporary Indian social issues 
within pre-colonial Indic theological design and the solution outside of it.  This is a 
powerful example of the violent ways in which American universalisms that inform 
social justice extend the orientalist gaze (Lau & Mendes, 2011) and the colonial and 
missionary agenda (Maridhas, n.d.).  
Complex, transnational narratives have always lived in my consciousness, a quiet 
voice whispering about what goes unnoticed, unknown, or misunderstood within the 




language, religion, all of the U.S.-based identifiers are often irrelevant, and have porous 
and malleable contours that are sensitive and responsive to ever-changing factors such as 
surroundings, time, current events, audience, and location.  There is a complex, rich 
history that is over five thousand years old that predates my parents’ immigration to the 
United States.  It sits in layers, conscious and unconscious, in-group and unspoken, 
embodied and intuitive, that don’t map easily onto this new nation. From my first day of 
school as a Tamil-speaking three-year-old to my experiences as a young adult learning to 
be a teacher in a social justice-oriented teacher education program, this voice remained 
largely unrecognized by educational institutions. Now, as an emergent researcher, in 
personal and professional community with other transnationals, and as a mother of third-
generation immigrant children, the voice of transnational consciousness continues to 
beckon me, to inform me that there is something important to listen to that is more than 
what is being said or acknowledged around me.  
 
Statement of the Problem 
 
 
Jose Antonio Vargas, Pulitzer-prize winning undocumented journalist and vocal 
activist for immigrant perspectives in media, shared this meme (Figure 1) about asylum 
seekers. The image, which centers a determined-looking mother holding her distraught 
child, suggests a complex and difficult narrative that precedes refugee families’ arrival to 
the United States. All the faces we see are brown. What pushes our thinking are the 
words above the image: We are here because you were there. Rather than simply calling 
upon American compassion and benevolence for struggling refugees, which can serve to 




words of the late Ambalavaner Sivanandan, 
the British-Sri Lankan political theorist 
(Younge, 2018), to imply that the United 
States is responsible for that struggle. 
Immigrants and refugees to the United States 
emerge from a global geopolitical machine in 
which the United States is the imperialist 
mechanizer, underlying the complicated 
reasons and histories that make the United 
States the most popular destination for 
immigrants in the world. It is not a completely obvious choice, even amongst so-called 
developed nations. In addition to all of its freedom and opportunities, the United States 
has no guarantee of healthcare, while simultaneously holding a horrific record of gun 
violence. Behind every Global South diaspora narrative in the United States is a layer of 
Euro-American economic-military imperialism; beneath this are centuries of European 
colonization; under this, nearly a millennium of Abrahamic religious crusades and 
genocide. Woven through all of this is what is indigenous to those regions, what has 
sustained and adapted to survive over histories that predate the United States, sometimes 
by thousands of years.  All of these complex layers are at play when immigrants are 
essentialized and then asked and expected to assimilate into a framework of the United 
States whose edges seem to be defined by its geographic borders, despite the fact that its 




Popular imaginings heartfeltly declare the United States a nation of immigrants, 
replete with bootstrap narratives like the musical Hamilton, celebrating the contributions 
of hard-working, exceptional immigrants. Of course, this American tale leaves out uglier 
truths like the systematic attempt to eradicate the First Nations people literally (through 
genocide), discursively (in literature and media), legally (through manipulative land 
grabs), and epistemically (through education and religious conversion). It also subsumes 
the forced migration and enslavement of Africans. Linked to the nation of immigrants’ 
story are reductionist descriptions of the mechanics of immigration, which theorists 
describe as push-pull and supply-and-demand (Portes & Borocz, 1989).  The push-pull 
model imagines that immigrants are pushed out of their homelands because of innate 
structural and sociocultural shoddiness (associated with their race or ethnicity), and 
drawn to the United States or Europe because the inherent opportunities, societies, and 
freedoms are simply too superior to resist (e.g. Collier, 2013).  This nation-to-nation 
narrative almost always frames immigration flow from the global South to the global 
North, implicitly or crassly and regularly by the current President. Supply-and-demand is 
more closely aligned with the ethos of post-Industrial Revolution European immigration 
to the United States, an era of immigration that is still centered in school curriculum, 
despite starkly different contemporary immigration patterns, narratives, and contexts.  In 
both cases, immigrant diasporas are taken up simply as homogeneous clumps. Despite the 
fact that immigration theorists have, for decades, interrogated and rebutted these 
problematic, overarching narratives (Portes & Borocz, 1989) they persist dogmatically in 




by extension, the ways in which immigrants are considered institutionally and in public 
discourse. 
Even though the aura of “nation of immigrants” fairytale looms large, inspiring 
daydreams of American benevolence, hospitality and generosity (Demulder et al., 2014; 
Dreby, 2015), immigration itself (particularly from the Global South) is frequently 
framed as a problem to be solved (Popkewitz, 1987; Tyack, 1974). What do we do with 
all of these foreigners? One solution is assimilation. Since its inception, mandatory, 
universal education has been a site of the American assimilation project and teachers 
have been responsible for assimilating the children of immigrants into dominant 
American culture. Popkewitz (1987) suggests that early 20th century school curriculum 
was less invested in inquiry learning and more concerned with Americanizing 
immigrants, imbuing them with moral values, hygiene, and temperance. 
     Through the school curriculum, civility was to be brought to those who came 
from foreign lands. Students would learn to work in an urban environment and 
ameliorate their immediate surroundings by adopting the values of the 
democratic, corporate and Protestant nation. (p. 6) 
 
For many immigrant families, school has the longest and most consistent presence 
of any government institution in their lives.  In contemporary settings, English language 
acquisition is how the assimilation problem is most commonly and obviously taken up in 
schools, and frequently dominates the conversation about immigration and education. 
(e.g. Jimenez-Silva, Olson, & Hernandez, 2011; Lock, 2007; Park, 2013; Rivera, 2011; 
Sox, 2009). Simultaneously, multicultural education (Banks, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 
1995; Paris, 2012) has responded to dominant, white, Eurocentric cultural hegemony in 
schools, so that education is not weaponized as a mechanism of cultural erasure. When 




unknown are the complex geopolitical contexts within and from which those cultures 
emerged (Spivak, 1992; Swarr & Nagar, 2010). For instance, identifying all of Indian 
American culture as Hindi-speaking is a common media and social occurrence in the 
United States; alternately, Indian linguistic diversity is referenced as a neutral cultural 
phenomenon. This bypasses the complex post-colonial narratives of Indian regional 
languages and erases the connections between those histories (inscribed within 
transnational geopolitics) and the formation of regional diasporic subgroups in the United 
States (e.g. the New York Tamil Sangam).  If the dominant, deeply-embedded narrative 
about immigration to the United States includes a reductionist envisioning by non-
immigrant Americans that immigrants’ home societies were inherently inferior, then how 
do predominantly mononational American teachers envision the cultures that they are 
sustaining? Disrupting these immigration narratives, then, becomes an imperative of 
teacher education, with greater attention to the imperialist circuits on the planet, to teach 
authentically for social justice. If our analytical frame of education for social justice is 
defined by the geographic borders of the nation-state, a nation-state which exerts 
considerable power—politically, militarily, and financially—in a global system, a critical 
lens compels us to wonder what we might be erasing, and what dangerous Orientalist 
tropes might be reinforced through cultural admiration (Root, 1996). 
There is a growing call for racial literacy to be embedded in teacher education in 
order to both dismantle systemic racism and to teach in more culturally respectful and 
responsive ways, particularly as the majority of teachers are white. “Racial literacy 
requires reading our racialized world in an analytic way in order to offer problem-solving 




of this, I propose that education more systematically embrace critical transnational 
literacy, or reading the world decolonially, through complex circuits of power and history 
and through multiple epistemologies. “How does challenging the nation-state and citizen-
subjects as the object of analysis reveal larger networks of activity?” (Young, 2016, p. 
131). This involves unveiling the coded language that makes globalization appear neutral, 
surfacing the narratives that legitimize and normalize Euro-American imperialism, and 
recognizing and disrupting universalizing epistemes and other colonizing technocracies 
that emerge from the Academy. It means openly discussing and understanding the 
porousness of nation-state borders, thinking of people and identities and movement as 
recursive and complex, rather than linear, and recognizing the epistemic violence 
(Spivak, 1992) of (neo)colonialism, in which the Academy plays a central role.  
This allows for more complex engagements of immigration and immigrants, for 
instance. Portes and Borocz (1989) offer a powerful three-fold model of conditions of 
exit, class origins, and contexts of reception.  Most significantly, they shift from 
conceptualizing immigration simply as movement between nation-states, towards 
framing immigration as a phenomenon within a global system.  
     In our view, a perspective on immigration as a process of internal to the global 
system offers a more superior point of departure than the traditional view of the 
movement as something taking place between separate nation-states, and to be 
evaluated exclusively in terms of its domestic impact.... Movements of capital, 
technology, institutional forms and cultural innovations...crisscross the world and 
interact with each other. (p. 626) 
 
This theory of immigration may still be vulnerable to the same tendencies towards 
hegemonizing as are the more simplistic concepts of immigration. But, through critical 
transnational literacies, it offers the possibility for greater nuance, broader considerations 




nations may be implied), individual agency and stories within immigrant diasporas (i.e. 
disaggregation), and a reconsideration of the ways in which the inequities within the 
United States are replicated and magnified by the United States in the rest of the world. 
What does this mean for education, and, more specifically, teacher education? 
There appears to be enormous scope to engage the “because you were there” part of the 
equation, in theorizing and teaching immigration and immigrants. In large part, the 
literature shows that teacher education currently addresses the first part of Sivananda’s 
quote, the so-called problem of immigration, or that “we are here.” As such, much of the 
literature addresses academic outcomes for immigrant children in schools, centering 
English language acquisition (which falls under the umbrella of remediation, reinforcing 
the notion that immigration is a disability) and parental engagement. When we move 
beyond this, into culturally relevant and sustaining pedagogy, we most often come across 
a funds of knowledge approach (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992), which is 
ubiquitous in discourse around multicultural education and diversity.  I posit that without 
engaging teachers deeply in critical, self-reflection around their biases towards 
immigration and other nations, more sophisticated conceptualizations of transnational 
flows and frameworks, and recognizing epistemic plurality, this approach may serve to 
reify the troubling biases that propel and legitimize U.S. imperialism. For example, 
without transnational literacy, funds of knowledge are reduced to questions around what 
the child brings to the classroom, reminiscent of additive approaches to curriculum 
(Sleeter, 2001). In other words, individuals from non-dominant groups are seen as adding 
value to what remains a hegemonic space, upholding dominant norms within dominant 




made by domestically-born teachers with domestically-born parents—can easily end up 
tokenizing and museumifying (Spivak, 1992) complex nation-based experience under the 
umbrella of culture (Moll et al., 1992). At its best, employed by teachers immersed in 
critical transnational literacy, funds of knowledge can help illuminate rich, complex 
understandings of the planet. At its worst, it can be utilized as a tool of colonization and 
appropriation. Given the connotation of monetary value, which is how we commonly 
apply the term fund, it is helpful to emphasize its original meaning, source. This could 
help shift the focus onto honoring the dignity and knowledge of different sources. 
Moreover, if we put greater attention on the source, it might help us push the 
conversation towards source-meaning, which would allow greater possibility to embrace, 
or at least consider, epistemic plurality in classrooms.  
Given the (white, middle-class, mononational, monolingual English-speaking) 
demographic profiles of not only K—12  teachers in the United States (Dedeoglu & 
Lamme, 2011; Demulder et al., 2014; Picower, 2009), but also the vast majority of 
teacher educators (Ladson-Billings, 2001) and teacher education researchers , it seems 
that we must consider deeply the positionality and literacies of teachers and researchers 
enacting funds of knowledge if we seek to learn not only about but from and with. We 
also might consider pushing this framing to ways of knowing. Rather than viewing 
immigrant students as drawing from multiple funds of knowledge (Callahan & 
Obenchain, 2016), we might shift our perspective to see how immigrant people dance 
between multiple ways of making meaning of the world—a world in which the United 
States is an imperialist power and the land of their parents’ birth and their ancestors may 




the world in order to thrive in dominant culture. If we can begin to incorporate 
transnational frameworks into our understanding of the immigrant experience, we may be 
better able to perceive the sophisticated decision making and dilemmas that immigrants 
regularly face, involving far more dexterity and complexity than those who are 
mononational may recognize. For certain, it is different than the code-switching that 
happens between two cultures within the same nation-state paradigm; this is code-
switching between two different states and sometimes between different civilizational 
paradigms, within a global system where the host country is the imperialist power.  
“Immigrant parents share with their children the political, social, linguistic, and cultural 
expectations of how to be in society as learned in the home country. To ignore this 
knowledge and accompanying identity is to ignore the student (Osler & Starkey, 2003)” 
(Callahan & Obenchain, 2016, p. 37). 
Second-generation immigrant teachers have rich, nuanced, sophisticated 
relationships with this intersection of immigration and school—they have been students 
with immigrant parents, and they have likely been teachers of immigration and/or 
immigrants in U.S. schools. This transnational knowledge is often overshadowed by 
domestic concerns. What happens when we unpack the experiences and complex 
knowledges of a diverse group of second-generation Indian American educators, a group 
described as one of the most successful immigrant diasporas along educational and 
financial outcomes? Perhaps we might encounter more sophisticated awarenesses by 
disaggregating monolithic identities, like Indian American, and reframing them within 
larger, complex transnational narratives. This treatment could be expanded across all 




the Global South. What lenses does this afford us in understanding and reimagining the 
American assimilation project, for thinking critically about the American social justice 
project, both of which have deep roots in the American classroom? What are the 
implications for thinking about immigration and education? 
I once heard my parents complaining about having to read Charles Dickens in 
school in India, learning of the plight of the poor at the hands of the greedy British upper 
class. “Yes, we knew they were suffering. We could understand it, because we were also 
suffering, at the hands of the same greedy British upper class. Were the poor Britishers 
reading about what was being done to us?” If the focus and paradigm of social justice is 
grounded solely in the domestic history of the United States—and domestic racism is at 
the foundation of that analysis—even as the United States is, and has been for a century, 
the major imperial power in the world—are we invoking a privilege that centers suffering 
within these constructed borders, a privilege that is based on that imperial power, 
however unknowingly or unwittingly?  Listening closely, the call for racial literacy in our 
teacher education force may also be summoning a complementary call for critical 
transnational literacy. 
 
Statement of Purpose 
 
 
The purpose of this study is to explore and amplify the transnational knowledges 
of second-generation Indian American educators, and to examine how their ideas may 
shift through online community dialogue. I want to understand the ways they relate to 
and imagine immigrant, immigration, and transnationalism, and how they view these 




as teachers. My goal is to further nuance how we theorize social justice in teaching and 
teacher education, by expanding the scope of analysis beyond a nation-state framework 
and including the knowledges of second-generation immigrant teachers. This inquiry is 
inspired by my commitment to disrupting covert U.S. imperialist agendas that are hidden 
within teacher education, teaching practices, and that absorb our (well-intended) 
approaches to diversity and inclusion. My hope is that we can more systematically 
incorporate transnationalism as a critical lens of social justice education inasmuch as 
disability, race and other identity categories.   
One concern about how cultural pluralism is constructed in teacher education and 
in the classroom in the United States—whether it is multicultural education, culturally 
relevant education, or culturally sustaining pedagogy—is that it does not sufficiently 
disrupt the nation-state building borders of our imaginations. In fact, on its own, it might 
fuel the enchanting mythology of the nobility of American diversity, and it rarely 
addresses the elephant in the room—U.S. imperialism and all of its antecedents. At best, 
this is currently left to social studies lessons and classrooms, and typically only around 
middle school, long after notions of the benevolence or assumed neutrality of the United 
States have been reinforced.   I offer that classrooms and teacher education programs in 
the United States would be in greater integrity with commitments to equity and social 
justice if they were to expand their frame of analysis from the nation-state to the planet. 
This would mean challenging the assumptions, mechanisms, and actions that compel the 
United States to engage with the planet—economically, politically, environmentally—by 
abusing humans, infrastructure, and nature to fuel the nation and secure prosperity for a 




incorporate students’ funds of knowledge in the classroom, to embrace their 
epistemological diversity, and to ask and discover, as a community, how the United 
States is also a problem.  
By de-centering the United States in understanding the world, I center the planet 
and disrupt the engineered, manufactured nation-state framework that limits and skews 
our analysis of justice. Disrupting these frameworks might expand and nuance the critical 
literacies of teachers and students, impacting how they read the planet and the nation. 
And, possibly, it might open up new ways of imagining and teaching immigration and 
immigrants.  This leads us to wonder about the meaning-making and transnational 






● How does a group of second-generation Indian American teachers (individually 
and collectively) relate to and imagine immigrant, immigration, and 
transnationalism?  
○ How do these Indian American educators understand their parents’ stories 
of India and of immigrating to the United States?  
○ How do they relate to being a second-generation immigrant? How and 
what do they understand from the experience? 
● What is their transnational consciousness?  
○ How do these Indian American educators navigate, negotiate, and 




● How do they understand how this impacts their classrooms?  
○ In what ways do they see these as connected to their teaching? How do 
they position their roles as teachers? How does this inform their teaching 
and their classrooms?  
○ What are ways that engaging in dialogue in an online community with 
other participants affect these ideas?  
 
Rationale for the Study 
 
 
One of the major concerns in equity education is the preponderance of white 
teachers in the workforce, amplifying the call for more teachers of color (Picower, 2009; 
Villegas & Irvine, 2010). The argument for greater diversity in the teaching force and 
within teacher education is not a new one, supported by a substantial body of literature 
that examines considerations of teacher diversity within the systems of schools, teacher 
education, community, and policy (Cochran-Smith, 2010; Metz, 2018; Picower, 2009; 
Sleeter & Milner, 2011; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). In their comprehensive examination of 
the discussion on diversifying the teaching force, which intentionally centers empirical 
research, Villegas & Irvine (2010) frame the three major arguments that appear in the 
literature: that teachers of color serve as role models for all students; the potential of 
teachers of color to improve the academic outcomes and school experiences of students 
of color; decreasing unemployment in communities of color. The literature demonstrates 
that a more racially diverse teaching force benefits all students (Villegas & Irvine, 2010), 
and that minority teachers engaged their personal experiences with injustice to envision 




their white counterparts (Su, 1997). In particular, teachers of color understand and engage 
the cultural knowledge of students in their teaching practices (Sleeter & Millner, 2011); 
by contrast, white teachers that participated in Picower’s study (2009) tended to actively 
protect and normalize dominant discourses. 
Kohli (2012) nuances this discussion, emphasizing how teachers of color from 
different groups benefit from discourse and discovery between them, as they do not 
represent a monolithic experience. As an extension of this, there are benefits to nuancing 
not only race, but the mono-nationality of the teaching force (and teacher-education 
force).  Illuminating transnationalism in teachers—as we do with race—might help 
disrupt the nation-state imperialist premise, agenda, and framework of analysis, 
pedagogy, and responsibility. Narratives of social justice are often circumscribed within 
nation-state and informed by the domestic subaltern (Spivak, 1988) with no particular 
focused attention paid to our impact on the subaltern “elsewhere.”  By extension, even if 
we become a more equitable, more culturally sustaining nation-state project in the global 
North, without critical transnational awareness, we may be reinscribing U.S. imperialism 
abroad. When the superiority of the United States is offered as the very premise for 
empire, it is easy to identify why and how the imperialist project might simply devour 
any progress towards equity as its asset, as a weapon to justify its cause. This leads the 
critical scholar-educator to question the geographic boundaries of responsible social 
justice education. How might they be drawn differently by transnational educators in a 
space that fully embraces their transnationalism, and more specifically, second-





     Without the use of empire as a relevant category of analysis, the 
internationalization of curriculum studies could (re) produce a dynamic of 
intellectual and pedagogical imperialism and neocolonialism between the United 
States and the rest of the world. (Coloma, 2009, p. 498) 
 
The Migration Policy Institute (2021) reports that, as of 2017, 20 percent of the 
world’s migrants live in the United States. Fifty-eight percent of the immigrant 
population in the United States comes from Latin America and Asia. The percentage of 
children living with immigrant parents doubled to 26% from 1990 to 2016, with 57% of 
those children living in California, Texas, New York, Florida, and New Jersey. In New 
York State, 38% of all children under 18 live with immigrant parents. (In California, 49% 
of all children in the state live with immigrant parents.)  Second-generation children 
(children who were born in the United States to at least one foreign-born parent) 
accounted for 88 percent of all children with immigrant parents. Contemporary 
immigration to the United States is vastly different than that of early 20th century, 
reflecting migration patterns, technologies, and media that render immigrant experiences 
fluid and recursive, not only regarding geographical location, but in terms of 
communication, belonging, political alignment, nation-state boundedness, and family 
connections. The immigrant experience is neither monolithic nor monodirectional; it is 
innately transnational in identity, narrative, and perspective. 
Conversations of diversity in teacher education must extend beyond domestic 
articulations of race, particularly as the number of first and second-generation immigrant 
students from the global South continues to rise.  “For most young children, schools 
represent the first site of sustained contact with societal institutions. For the children of 
immigrants, schools also provide important information about what it means to be a 




Racial literacy supports the perception, unpacking, and dismantling of race-based 
inequities in school and society; this must begin in teacher education programs (Sealey-
Ruiz, 2013). I argue that a similar engagement of teachers and students with foreign-born 
parents is central to critical transnational literacy, which can be understood as reading 
the world transnationally.  Moreover, critical transnational literacy is useful to dismantle 
inequitable planetary systems that implicate different categories of transnationals and 
different categories of a racialized domestic citizenry in complex ways.  
For the purpose of this study, I am taking up second-generation immigrant 
teachers as adjacent to and/or disruptive of mononational, because they have at least one 
parent who was born in another country, and because the participants self-identify as 
Indian-American. (This can very reasonably be argued as an ethnic and not national 
identity, although even those lines are blurry, but the parental connection is significant 
enough to overcome this.)  I am also intentional in my choice of second, and not first, 
generation immigrant. There is a relative wealth of literature on immigrant teachers in the 
United States. The bulk of it focuses on their struggles with American English language 
acquisition and acculturation in the United States.  Literacy is implicated in a 
transnational deconstruction as a central weapon of epistemic violence (Andreotti, 1990; 
Maggio, 2007; Spivak, 1988); this extends to the high-stakes relationship between 
English literacy, educational access, and identity formation for immigrants (Suarez-
Orozco, 2017). These issues of power and English language acquisition can play a 
significant role in the experiences of first-generation immigrants and, as a result, can 
pronouncedly influence the experiences of their American-born children’s lives.  These 




inquiry to the experiences and awarenesses of second-generation immigrants, this study 
allows for that consideration of language politics while positioning it within a broader 
examination of experiences and knowledges that are referred to as transnational 
consciousness.  
Within the context of a need for greater diversity in the teacher force, there is 
reason to consider transnational (defined here as first or second-generation immigrant) as 
a relevant identity marker, for a number of reasons. According to the 2017 Current 
Population Survey, immigrants and their children make up 27% of the overall U.S. 
population.  
 I am not claiming that there is a dire need to recruit more Indian Americans, 
specifically, into the field.  I do propose, however, that second-generation Indian 
American educators—and their transnational identities and knowledges—offer a 
powerful lens into thinking about immigrant-descendent teachers that might animate new 
transnational conversations about social justice, teacher diversity, teaching immigrants 
and their children, and knowledge production that are not as obvious within the dominant 
mononational subset of teachers. This particular exploration into Indian-American allows 
for broader and more complex conversations about transnational identities across the 
Asian diaspora.  
It is intriguing to amplify the stories and experiences of second-generation Indian 
American educators, because of the particular period of Indian, U.S., and world history 
when the first wave of their parents immigrated. This group are the children of 
immigrants from post-Indian Revolution, parents who grew up in the first decades of 




me.  We live and teach in a particularly charged time in the United States, where attitudes 
towards brown bodies and U.S. foreign policy towards brown South Asian countries 
shifted dramatically after 9/11. The religious and linguistic diversity that emerges from 
the subcontinent is obscured when it arrives on U.S. soil and this tiny minority that 
represents one-sixth of the world’s population is perceived through the lens of dominant 
American culture and domestic frameworks of social justice. Indian, the nationality, is 
transformed by the dominant American gaze into Indian American, a homogeneous 
ethnicity, with limited authentic insider resonance on a cultural level. There is huge 
potential to contribute to conversations about teacher education, recruitment, and 
teaching immigration and immigrant by bursting open these neat and narrow 
constructions, to move beyond the useful-but-tired model minority analysis, and move 
into more sophisticated, nuanced, complicated understandings of Indian-Americans (and 
Asian Americans). 
 
Significance of Study 
 
 
My hope is that this study will contribute transnational knowledges to a growing 
critical conversation about immigration and teacher education. Additionally, I hope that 
this study helps disrupt nation-state boundedness in immigration and education discourse, 
adding sophisticated frameworks of geopolitics and planet to existing considerations of 
culture, epistemic privilege, and epistemic bullying.  The commitment of this study is not 
simply to highlight the knowledges of these Indian American educators, but to offer a 
possibility of a much broader dialogue on the knowledge and meaning making of second-




intersections of transnational literacies and transnational people might surface new 
awarenesses, lenses, and insights about education, immigration, and immigrants.  
Engaging in the transnational literacies of second-generation Indian American educators 
might inform new sensibilities in how we think about education and immigration within a 
global framework of the United States. Amplifying and engaging with their experiences 
and knowledges can help nuance the ways in which we think about intersectionality in 
increasingly diverse classrooms.  Beyond this particular group, understanding their 
perspectives and awarenesses could inform the ways in which we think about 
diversifying the teaching force, how we think about framing the considerations of 
diversity in curriculum and teaching, and how we think about taking up diversity in 
teacher education pedagogy.  There is a lot to learn about how we might better support 
ethnically non-white teachers—both intragroup and intergroup—in teacher education 
practices that are committed to social justice.  
I recently told some of my closest friends that much of my early life was spent in 
making my white friends comfortable with my differences, and that this meant keeping a 
lot of me bottled up inside. But as I’ve gotten older, as I’ve seen my children watching 
me be, I see how much richer those friendships have become when I am simply more 
authentic and articulate how I am translating myself for others.  As I find in my family 
WhatsApp group nearly every day, there is always something new for me to discover 
about my family, my ancestral land, and what is happening in the world, from a variety of 
perspectives that challenge what I think I know. Connecting with these cherished folks, 
many of whom I only used to see during biannual childhood trips to India, feels like 




expression in other parts of my life.  It is a relief to have this space; it has helped me gain 
strength, clarity, focus, and language to more authentically, thoughtfully, and robustly 
bring them to the rest of my life. I wonder what this kind of community, even if it isn’t as 
personal as family, could do to enrich and amplify the experiences of transnational 
teachers and how that might have ripple effects on their colleagues and students.  
 
Definitions of Terms and Concepts 
 
 
Why Transnational and Not Global or International? 
The chord created by transnational feminism and transnational literacy is at the 
heart of this inquiry. In the center is transnational—not international and not global. 
International implies a parity that erases or subdues unequal cross-national flows and 
structures (e.g. of power, capital, culture), while reconstructing borders of nation-states 
(Wigman, Grewal, & Kaplan, 2002). Global has become contemporary shorthand for the 
manufactured innocence of neocolonialism, the natural expression of multinational 
corporations and inevitable progress (Swarr & Nagar, 2010).  
Spivak (2015) asks us to consider planetarity, to “imagine ourselves as planetary 
subjects rather than global agents, planetary creatures rather than global entities” (p. 292). 
By viewing this space as a planet, rather than a globe that is carved out and seized by 
computers, colonizers, globalizers, and cartographers, Spivak illuminates the long history 
of each of these actors, even though their recency and urgency is a popular premise.  
Planetary also evokes non-anthropocentrism, subverting the Christian-secular episteme 
and engaging an indigenous one.  Globalization power has absorbed everyday 




that, including a suspicion and rejection of the nation-state as a normed, bounded location 
of inquiry. Transnational literacy is cognizant of dissolving binaries and “theoretical 
orientations that dichotomize the local and the global, the micro and the macro, the 
ideological and material, or structure and agency” (Warriner, 2007, p. 205). Spivak’s 
planetary invites us to “to break down ‘notions of state-based territoriality’ and create 
new “translocal spaces” (Warriner, 2007, p. 204), in no small part by the assertion of 
transnationality. 
Transnational, unlike international and global, is invested in a critical framework 
that subverts those dominant tendencies. For the purpose of this study, the five 
components (that are shared between transnational feminism and transnational literacy) 
are: transnationalism as fluid, cross-circuited movements (e.g. of ideas, culture, power, 
people, meanings); a focused critique and awareness of globalization and capitalism and 
their impact on those circuits; a skepticism towards identity categories; a rejection of 
universalism; a foundational critique—both reflexive and externally—of the Academy. 
Transnational feminism offers, to this study, a rejection of universal categories of identity 
(e.g. immigrant, Asian American) and particular attention to location-specific identities, 
agency and practices. Transnational literacy rejects universalism in theories (e.g. race, 
culture, feminism), suggesting a pedagogy of epistemological plurality. 
 
Transnational Literacy Versus Multiculturalism 
Cultural plurality (e.g. multiculturalism) has long held the interest of social 
justice-oriented K—12 educational scholars, teacher educators, and teacher practitioners 
in the United States. This emerges most vibrantly as a matter of equity in discussions of 




communities and burgeoning immigrant student populations. While the call for school 
diversity is most obviously linked to the desegregation movements of the Civil Rights 
Era, diversity as a pedagogy emerged most clearly a couple of decades later. In 1981, 
James Bank published Education in the 80s: MultiEthnic Education, an anthology of 
articles designed to support teachers “who are conscious of the nation's ethnic diversity, 
and who want ethnic pluralism to be reflected, supported, and respected in their 
classrooms” (Banks, 1981, p. 7), in helping students participate as global citizens, and in 
working towards institutional equity for those ethnic groups. Since then, pedagogies of 
cultural plurality have not only gained traction amongst scholars, but are well established 
in discussions of social justice and equity as they relate to teacher education and 
classroom practice. A Google Scholar search of “multicultural education” yields 260,000 
articles; “culturally relevant pedagogy” results in 15,000 articles. “Culturally responsive 
pedagogy” produces 10,000 articles and “culturally sustaining pedagogy,” the newest 
iteration, produces 1,570 articles.  
Scholars of these pedagogies exercise continuous reflexivity, not only in their 
own thoughts and practices, but in articulating the ways in which the field (e.g. the 
classroom and the State) tends towards superficial adjustments rather than foundational 
shifts.  In 1995, Cherry Banks and James Banks critiqued contemporary multicultural 
education, and the tendency to focus solely on content integration, without sufficient 
attention on the other four dimensions of multicultural education: “the knowledge 
construction process, prejudice reduction, an equity pedagogy, and an empowering 
school structure and social structure” (Banks & Banks, 1995, p. 152). In Theory into 




education within a pluralistic democratic society should help students to gain the content, 
attitudes, and skills needed to know reflectively, to care deeply, and to act thoughtfully” 
(Banks & Banks, 1995, p. 152). Around the same time, Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) 
interrogated multicultural education through the lens of critical race theory, delivering 
culturally relevant pedagogy, which not only supports students’ academic achievement, 
but invites and affirms their cultural identity within the classroom as an asset, while also 
equipping and inviting them to critique systemic inequity that is perpetuated by 
institutions like their school.  Geneva Gay published Culturally Responsive Teaching in 
2000/2010, seeking to address the achievement gap of students of color by tapping into 
“the cultural heritages, orientations, and resources of ethnically and racially diverse 
students” (Gay, 2000, p. xxvii). The field is further canonized by scholars like Lisa Delpit 
(1995), Luis Moll et al. (1992), Sonia Nieto (2009), and Christine Sleeter (2012).  In 
2012, Django Paris introduced us to culturally sustaining pedagogy, which is arguably 
diametrically opposed to assimilation pedagogy. “Culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to 
perpetuate and foster—to sustain—linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism as part of the 
democratic project of schooling” (Paris, 2012, p. 93).  
Parallel to the development of this discipline, transnational literacy emerged. In 
the same year that Banks and Banks critiqued the implementation of multicultural 
education in U.S. classrooms, Gayatri Spivak delivered a different examination of the 
same phenomenon, in Teaching for the Times (1992). She argues that multiculturalism in 
the U.S. classroom was only a superficial enterprise, vaguely connecting students from 
across the Global South, while conveniently reinscribing the benevolent self-image of 




immigrants from the Global South as having escaped wars, political oppression, or 
poverty and come to the United States to find “justice or welfare within a capitalist 
society.  Only to discover that the white supremacist culture wants to claim the entire 
agency of capitalism—re-coded as the rule of law within a democratic heritage—only for 
itself” (Spivak, 1992, pp. 7—8).   Spivak then comments on how immigrants find entry 
into the system by squeezing nationality into culture, which inevitably buoys the status 
quo that limits them.  Setting aside the holes in a homogenized immigrant story, Spivak’s 
critique shifts the tension of the diverse classroom from multicultural to transnational. 
 
National 
I engage tenderly and with awareness that the concept of national may evoke a 
contemporary landscape fraught with troubling notions and depictions of nationalism 
across the globe. To be clear, I am not suggesting that nationalism and national are one in 
the same. National references a constructed periphery within which multiple histories, 
cultures, politics, ethnicities, identities are woven together. My purpose here is not to 
make solid this periphery; in fact, central to my inquiry is an assumption of the 
permeability, plasticity, and politics of national borders, even as transnational people 
actively seek to reinscribe certain contents within them. I also hope to highlight how a 
nationality can become interpreted or rewritten as an ethnicity by the gaze of a host 
country, and how that ethnicity can then become absorbed into projects like multicultural 
education, which, for all its benefits, may also erase the transnation-hood of immigrants 
by centering itself within the host nation. I am also cognizant that nation is an organizing 
concept of the state that is of European origin, and has, itself become a universalized 




states interrupts the normalization of Western civilization, foregrounding the hegemony 
of Western liberal universalism (Acharya, 2019). That strand of discourse is completely 
in line with my theoretical commitments.  However, for the purpose of this study, I am 
taking up transnational (and not transcivilizational or trans-state) through the lens of 
decoloniality in order to examine the affordances and limitations of the existing literature 
and pushes the conversation in a manner that complements that strand of discourse.  
 
The Transnational Individual 
Assimilation theory focuses largely on how much immigrants maintain home 
versus host cultures across generations. There is less exploration of how they might 
contribute to and shift (how we view) host culture (and paradigms within the host culture) 
in generative ways. Additionally, there is some evidence that individuals within this 
group reject racialization, originally defined by Michael Omi and Howard Winant (1986) 
“the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social 
practice, or group” (p. 11).  This is important to note, as racialization is one of the three 
ways we really look at diversity in schools—race, gender, and ability (although ability 
maybe less so).  Each of these categories is socially constructed upon groups of 
individuals to sustain systems of inequity that allow a few people to hoard opportunities 
and resources (Tilly, 1998). I argue that some modern forms of disruption (privilege-
claiming, for example) only reinscribe the status quo, particularly when they reinforce 
existing binaries. But complex, self-asserted identities that emerge from individuals 
whom we might call transnational are particularly interesting because they have had both 
exposure to and also incorporate frameworks from outside the United States.  These 




for the host culture. My use of transnational in reference to individuals (versus a legal or 
technical status) is meant to evoke a fluidity and non-binary quality that is articulated in 
transgender studies powerfully by indigenous scholars who implicate colonial gender 
binary systems that wrote over the indigenously fluid onto-epistemologies (Robinson, 
2020).  (Notably, in 2014, the Indian Supreme Court passed a law officially recognizing 
the category of third gender, revoking a colonial era law that had migrated into the Indian 
Constitution. India is the only country in the world to recognize a third gender, which is 
present in ancient, indigenous texts (UAB Institute for Human Rights, 2018).) A second-
generation immigrant may find herself in tension, at ease, or somewhere else, navigating 
her identity and positionality and presentation in a space that is informed by and 
grounded in multiple locations; she may never be fully in one or the other, and this is not 
always self-determined.  
 
Transnational Consciousness 
Alluding to DuBois’ powerful framing of double consciousness (DuBois, 1903), I 
refer here to transnational consciousness as that which holds multiple co-existences (e.g. 
of location, time, history, context, epistemological traditions, contradiction, 
synchronicity); this awareness is not only cognitive and emotional, but deeply embodied 
and intuitive. Unlike double consciousness, which suggests that the separation of parts 
and awarenesses underlies a struggle for a single identity, transnational consciousness is 
less concerned with identity, and more intrigued by the possibility that might allow 
individuals and groups to embrace the trans spaces flowing through and between different 
parts to create a malleable whole, one that is not fixed in any one location or subculture. I 




Global North offers a kind of reclaiming, a resistance to self-subjugating to the labeling 
mechanisms of the colonizer. It affords the possibility of I am aware that I am something 
more and know something other than what you know exists.  
 
Second-Generation Immigrant 
In this study, I will be using second-generation immigrant to reference a person 
whose parents grew up in a country other than the one they currently live in.  As 
immigration references a complex range of events and movements, oftentimes nonlinear, 
it is difficult to articulate an official definition of these terms. In my own case, I was born 
in India and came to the United States as a two-month old.  My parents were already 
living in the United States and my mother went to her parents’ home in India, as it is a 
cultural tradition for the mother to stay with her parents for her baby’s delivery and the 
first few months after birth.  Although I was born in India and only became a U.S. citizen 
when I was nineteen, I do not consider myself a first-generation immigrant. What I have 
in common with other second-generation immigrants is that I grew up in a country 
different than the one my parents did. This informs and defines my transnational identity 





Chapter II - REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
 
This literature review is guided by the driving aims of this study. That is, to 
illuminate the transnational consciousness of a group of second-generation Indian 
American teachers (individually and collectively), the ways they imagine and relate to 
immigrant, transnationalism, and immigration, and how this impacts their classrooms. 
Beyond the scope of this specific study are questions about what we can learn by 
amplifying the voices and perspectives of second-generation immigrant teachers in 
general. This inquiry is inspired by my commitment to disrupting covert U.S. imperialist 
agendas that are hidden within teacher education, teaching practices, and social justice 
that absorb our (well-intended) approaches to diversity and inclusion.   As such, this 
review is guided by the following questions: 
● How is school theorized as a political site? 
● What does the literature have to say about teacher education, immigration, and 
immigrant?  
● What does the literature tell us about how the identities, perspectives, and 
perceptions of teachers impact how they teach immigration and immigrants? 
● What does the literature tell us about how theories and pedagogies are taken up, 
specifically in teacher education and teacher practices as they relate to 
immigration and immigrants?  
● What does the literature indicate about the transnational literacies and 
consciousness of Asian American teacher, second generation immigrants and 
specifically, Indian Americans?  




The review begins with a conceptual backdrop, reflecting my own commitments 
to equity and decolonization as a scholar-educator. I begin by mapping transnational 
feminist theory and critical transnational feminist praxis as they relate to this study. I 
address the empirical literature on teacher education, immigration and immigrants.  I then 
chart the theoretical constructions of transnational literacy, paying close attention to 
transnational literacy’s critiques of multicultural pedagogies and neoliberal Western 
academia that are at its core and that continue to characterize its struggles in education 
and in the world. These tensions are significant, and are central to my broader inquiry. 
Embracing transnational feminist praxis, these theories will be in conversation with—or 
at least next to—the empirical literature on teacher education, immigration, and pathways 
to teaching. In the second part, I will frame the literature on Indian American identities, 
incorporating relevant findings on Asian American teachers. By the end, I aim to make a 
nuanced and compelling case supporting the rationale for and approach to this study. I 
also hope to provide a clear sketch of the landscape from which this inquiry springs and 
upon which it will be drawn.  
 
Part I: Immigration, Diversity, and Transnational Theories 
 
 
Conceptual Backdrop: School Is a Political Site 
An underlying premise of this study and of my positionality as a scholar-educator-
activist, linking social justice and education, is that educational spaces are not neutral 
sites (Demulder et al., 2014; Quiocho, 2000; Spivak, 2016).  Education is inherently 
political, illuminating systemic inequities of the communities, societies, governments, 




an inherently political role, where apolitical or neutral teaching is an unwitting or 
intentional sustainer of the status quo. In contrast, I operate from the “premise that 
teaching and teacher education are inescapably political and ideological activities in that 
they inherently involve ideas, ideals, power, and access to learning and life opportunities” 
(Cochran-Smith, 2010, p. 447). When we take up educational spaces and pedagogy as 
political, and the sociopolitical contexts within which both are inscribed as systemically 
and operationally inequitable, the commitments of teaching and teacher education can 
come into focus through the critical and disruptive lenses of social justice.  Cochran-
Smith (2010) addresses the under-theorization of social justice, framing the two major 
political philosophies that inform it—redistribution (of resources) and recognition. The 
former addresses socioeconomic disparity, while the latter engages more with cognitive 
schema, including culture, curriculum, and media.  Some political theorists (Fraser & 
Honneth, 2003; North, 2006) trouble the traditional dichotomous approach to this 
framing, arguing that while their solutions may be disparate, the phenomena are often 
enmeshed and concurrent. Ibram Kendi (2016) pushes this even further, arguing that 
there is an intentional and insidious relationship between recognition and resources. 
Kendi flips the traditional argument that ignorance and hate engender discrimination. He 
argues that racist policies and practices are borne out of greed and self-interest, which 
propagate themselves into racist ideas (Kendi, 2016, p. 18), tracing a pattern of evidence 
back hundreds of years, and across countries.  Framing discriminatory practices (and the 
mental constructs that justify and normalize them) as the manipulative strategies or 
tentacles of sociopolitical greed, rather than reflections of innate hatred or ignorance, 




the dots between institutions that enact policies (like the law and education) and 
capitalism and U.S. imperialism (the sociopolitical machinery). It also forces us to take 
another look at how we think about diversity and inclusion in the classroom, and 
reconsider the scope of our analysis. Embracing this analytical lens within the context of 
teaching, immigration, immigrants and the U.S. classroom impacts how we theorize 
social justice pedagogy and teacher education. Equity pedagogy is not simply a moral 
imperative that is achieved by a loving, diversity-embracing, inclusive attitude on the part 
of the teacher. It disrupts larger, global mechanisms that must be investigated with a 
different understanding of why and how inequity has been constructed and is sustained.  
Cochran-Smith and Kendi remind us of the impact that our theories have in the 
ways we not only understand inequity and injustice, but in how we conceptualize and 
enact disruption. When it comes to social justice in education we need to operate from a 
theory and not just an intention because this has implications for how we engage in 
teacher education and teaching. The under-theorizing of social justice in teacher 
education has led to superficial additions to existing curriculum (Zeichner, 2006) rather 
than shifting pedagogy in meaningful ways (Sleeter & Milner, 2011).   
     Teacher education for social justice is not merely activities, but a coherent and 
intellectual approach to the preparation of teachers that acknowledges the social 
and political contexts in which teaching, learning, schooling, and ideas about 
justice have been located historically as well as acknowledging the tensions 
among competing goals. (Cochran-Smith, 2010, p. 447) 
 
Here, teachers can be understood as agents of social change (Freire, 1970).  One 
site of that struggle for change is at the intersection of immigration and education. From 
the perspective of second-generation immigrant teachers, this may evoke layers of 




social justice and sociological scholarly gaze that are otherwise normatively 
circumscribed within the geographic borders and domestic history of the American 
nation-state.  
 
Transnational Feminist Theory and Transnational Feminist Praxis 
The theoretical formulation and location of transnational feminism in relationship 
to other feminisms first emerged in Grewal and Kaplan’s Scattered Hegemonies: 
Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices (1994). Alexander and Mohanty 
continued this work in Feminist Genealogies, Colonial Legacies, Democratic Futures 
(1997) securing the roots of the transnational feminist canon in feminist activist 
movements in the Global South.  
     To talk about feminist praxis in global contexts would involve shifting the unit 
of analysis from local, regional, and national culture to relations and processes 
across cultures. Grounding analyses in particular local, feminist praxis is 
necessary, but we also need to understand the local in relation to larger, cross-
national processes. (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997, p. xix) 
 
Transnational feminism, in its dual manifestation as a critical feminist theory in 
the academy and the enactment of that theory in grassroots activism, thus emerges from 
and is grounded in its disruption of hegemonic liberal feminist notions of a global 
sisterhood that centers the knowledge production of the Western academy, which, 
informed by the field of the global North, erases the significantly disparate experiences of 
Third World women and women of color (Mohanty, 2003, 2013; Swarr & Nagar, 2010). 
This can be linked directly to the experience of Third World teachers in a workforce that 
is dominated by white women (Sox, 2009). Rejection of universalism is foundational to 
transnational feminism, with particular attention to the ways in which patriarchal, 




includes an active reflexive critique of the ways in which transnational has been co-opted 
within the Western academy to smooth over the very real inequities of power and capital 
between nation-state projects. Mohanty (2015) and Swarr and Nagar (2010) critique the 
ways in which the term transnational has been absorbed by the Western academy to 
recenter the West, when its roots are anywhere but there (e.g. the subaltern, the global 
South.)  Wigman et al. (2002) are specifically wary of the co-opting of transnational to 
smooth over the inequities upon which, for instance, global or international feminisms are 
spun.  Instead, they argue for transnational as a means of illuminating the troubling 
sociopolitical circuits that fuel asymmetrical power relations, and the transnational 
feminist practices which disrupt across these circuits, so that “the links among 
patriarchies, colonialisms, racisms, and feminisms become more apparent and available 
for critique or appropriation” (p. 73).  
 Interrogating the ways in which globalization and capitalism have impacted 
people across nations, genders, sexualities, classes, and races, transnational feminism also 
critiques and rejects the nation-state as an isolated unit of analysis. Thus, transnational 
feminism is a reflexive, unfinished practice, concerned not only with centering the 
activism of women in and from the Global South, but in interrogating and critiquing, 
from within (Swarr & Nagar, 2010) , the circuits employed by the Western Academy to 
reinscribe not only its own power and centering, but in reifying the larger, macro circuits 
of culture and capital within imperialist nation-state projects, of which the Western 
Academy is a limb, that perpetuate inequity between countries.  
Swarr and Nagar (2010) ask us to constantly interrogate the ways in which the 




renarratization of globalization. This can be used as a critique of the application of 
transnational to immigrants to the United States, without a correlating de-neutralization 
of the forces behind immigration itself, in and out of schools. Transnational feminism, as 
a practice, calls for a centering of plurality—often manifesting in contradiction—of 
experiences within and between universalized groups (e.g. women/people in and from the 
“Third World”); makes the clear distinction between being female and being a feminist; 
and illuminates a scope of perceiving, recognizing, and learning from the agency and 
activism, as opposed to their victimhood. In other words, shifting from a lens of 
oppression to one of resistance, helps move us away from reinscribing colonial 
relationships and perceptions of power and “help.”   
Moreover, transnational feminism offers a sophisticated framework that embraces 
fluidity and nuance, rather than fixed identity labels. “The application of the notion of 
women as a homogeneous category to women in the Third World colonizes and 
appropriates the pluralities of the simultaneous location of different groups of women in 
social class and ethnic frameworks; in doing so, it ultimately robs them of their historical 
and political agency” (Mohanty, 2003, p. 39).  And finally, the notion of recognizing and 
building coalition amongst agentive women, which is distinguished from monolithic 
white feminist movements, which, in seeking to bring all women under the same 
umbrella, are inevitably EuroAmerican centric, colonial, white supremacist, neoliberal, 
patriarchal, and capitalist. 
The literature that specifically addresses the intersection of transnational 
feminism and teacher education may be sparse, but it points to powerful shifts in 




detailed description of the search.) Common across these articles is the theme that 
justifications for Western imperialism, bolstered by the norming and norms of the nation-
state and the U.S. classroom, were reinforced by educational practices at the K—12 level, 
in secondary education level, and at an international educational level. This included: the 
ways that neoliberal practices informed outcomes-based measures like PISA (Blackmore, 
2015); the deployment of US teachers under the guise of humanitarianism to de-
radicalize madrassas in South Asia (Nguyen, 2014); educational capitalism (Blackmore, 
2015); the partial citizenship experience of Asian professors in the Western academy 
(Mayuzumi, 2008), and fear-based educational practices in schools that validated US war 
policies abroad (Nguyen, 2014).  
 In her powerful analysis of a struggling urban public high school, Nguyen (2014) 
reveals how the map of post 9/11 US military intervention abroad is carved onto the 
school—both materially and discursively—and then deployed towards in-school 
intervention. For instance, teachers nickname a hallway that is frequented by Muslim 
immigrant and refugee students Baghdad. This hallway happens to lead to the only 
Muslim prayer room in the school. The nickname references the chaos, mess, perceived 
violence, and mismanagement of the hallway—a war zone—in order to justify 
surveillance of brown and black bodies under a stricter disciplinary regime, including 
uniformed sentries. Nguyen notes that once order is restored to “Baghdad,” the teachers 
revert to its original name, Thomas Jefferson. The prayer room now doubles as a copy 
room, where teachers walk in and out wearing their shoes. (This is a cultural affront to 
the sanctity of the space.) Nguyen goes on to broader narratives around U.S. educational 




nations that are embedded in literature and narratives in U.S. schools. She articulates the 
resurfacing of the Orientalist trope, “the need for white women to save brown women 
from brown men,” legitimizing U.S. interventions (abroad and in schools) that “humanise 
and justify war under the guise of advancing human rights and feminism.” This leads us 
back to the driving inquiry around how social justice frameworks can be absorbed by 
hegemonic agendas. It also asks us to look at who is enacting these practices; in the case 
of U.S. schools, it is most likely white women (Picower, 2009; Villegas & Irvine, 2010).  
There was also a call for teachers, curriculum makers, and teacher educators to 
engage in deep, critical reflexivity about the nationalist paradigms within which they are 
operating (Blackmore, 2009; Mahrouse, 2016; Nguyen, 2014). This included the ways in 
which normed notions of education and pedagogy (Taylor, 2007) are embedded within 
particular frameworks of nation state (Blackmore, 2009) and globalization (Blackmore, 
2015). A few pedagogical approaches to transnational feminism were offered, such as: 
using docudrama to disrupt flattened silhouettes and narratives of the subaltern 
(Mahrouse, 2016) and critical geopolitical analysis to untangle fear from spaces and 
bodies (Nguyen, 2014). 
Notably, whether the articles were situated within a U.S. classroom context or in a 
global or international education context, the analytical frame was international. In other 
words, it actively and consistently pushed the lens beyond nation-state borders. The 
literature was heavily theoretical and positional; even the more empirical studies did not 
engage deeply in how emergent teachers attitudes or perspectives became (more) 
critically transnational, and if and how those shifts translated in their classroom practices. 




which transnational feminist theory might help inform theoretical-pedagogical praxis in 
teacher education regarding immigration and immigrants and the ways in which we think 
about diversity in the teacher workforce.   
 
Transnational Literacy 
Transnational literacy has an inherently and intentionally planetary (Spivak, 
2015) framework for critical literacy practice. Spivak invites us to participate in critical 
intimacy (Spivak, 2015), “directed to the task of understanding new modes of globalizing 
power and the ways in which they have easily co-opted certain forms of now-established 
postcolonialism, including celebrations of hybridity and resistance, to their agenda” 
(Brydon, 2004, p. 75). Transnational literacy can be described as a reflexive ethical 
practice by which scholars and practitioners (Wang, 2016) commit to interrogate and be 
wary of the very institutional powers (and their histories) which provide them a platform.  
Having emerged from comparative literacy studies, issues and ethics of 
translation are a natural site of interrogation. Spivak (2013, 2016) asks us to consider the 
ethics of traversing so-called cultural borders and texts within a context of neocolonial 
globalization and of the ways in which we approach the cultural “Other.”  This has 
implications for both translating texts and teaching immigrant students, in no small part 
because the attainment of English fluency is overwhelmingly spotlighted in the literature 
on education and immigrants, often overshadowing their transnational knowledge. 
Moreover, translation does not simply signal moving from one language to another, 
which reinforces a dominant rationality of language; transnational literacy implies that it 




of surfacing class (Detweiler, 2016). Wang (2016) offers transrhetorical practice as a 
way to link language practices with geopolitical forces and networks.  
     I see transrhetorical practice as both a metatheoretical framework and 
inventional heuristic. More specifically, transrhetorical practice describes the 
meaning-making process of cross-cultural translation that takes place in the 
interstices of two or more different worlds caught in asymmetric power relations. 
(Wang, 2016, p. 135) 
 
 This is in no small part because literacy is connected to much larger 
considerations of history, geopolitics, ideologies, and power (Warriner, 2007, p. 201). 
Literacy and the languages of literacy are themselves suspect, including the ways in 
which English is an international hegemonic language not just vis-a-vis former British 
colonies but in non-English speaking regions post World War II (Lee, 2011). 
Practitioners of transnational literacy articulate how hard it is to decolonize literacy; one 
can include literature from non-Western canon, but the construction of literature itself is 
still informed by the West (Miyoshi, 2001). Furthermore, making literate or centering 
literature from the subaltern voice is neither inherently decolonizing nor is it inherently 
detrimental (Miyoshi, 2001).  
Central to transnational literacy is an awareness of the cultural epistemic violence 
(Spivak, 1988) that was not only a weapon of colonialism, but is foundational to the 
creation and preservation of the Western academy (Grosfoguel, 2013; Krause, 2016; 
Spivak, 1988) and a hallmark of the modern-day economic imperialism that is often 
referred to as globalization (Brydon, 2004; Lee, 2011; Miyoshi 2001; Spivak, 2016). 
Spivak illustrates cultural epistemic violence by referencing how the British Raj rewrote 
indigenous Indian epistemologies in order to recreate a society that reflected their own 




(Spivak, 1988, pp. 76—77). This is an intentional addition she makes to Foucault’s 
taking up of epistemic violence, which she reminds us, he locates in the redefinition of 
sanity in eighteenth century Europe (Spivak, 1988). By addressing Foucault, Spivak calls 
our attention to the ways in which the EuroAmerican academy reinforces its dominance 
by universalizing even its critical cultural analysis; this critique lies at the foundation of 
transnational literacy. Spivak and other practitioners of transnational literacy—Andreotti, 
Brydon, Lee, Miyoshi, Shome, Wang—remind us that colonial epistemes continue to 
undergird universalized conceptualizations of voice and agency, even in our attempt to 
disrupt hegemonic global agendas. Therefore, when we are trying to be politically and 
socially responsible, we cannot separate issues of agency, voice, and identity from 
colonial/colonizing epistemes that emerged from and are sustained by the Western 
academy (Detweiler, 2016; Grosfoguel, 2013; Spivak, 2016). Grosfoguel (2013) names 
the epistemic and material violences enacted to guarantee that the foundational canon of 
social sciences and humanities was based on the knowledge produced by a few men from 
five countries—Italy, France, England, Germany, and the United States—against which 
now all other epistemologies are located, measured, indexed, and validated. 
Spivak also eschews what she refers to as identitarianism (Spivak, 2013), or the 
centering of biographical identity in the investigation of social issues. If identitarianism 
assumes that social issues can be solved or surfaced by understanding the intersections of 
a person’s identity, transnational literacy strongly suggests that this does not do enough. 
Instead, it centers geopolitical conjunctures or contexts, and looks at ways in which 
various identities are mobilized to serve those larger globalizing, imperialist ends 




 Corresponding with the critiques of cultural epistemic violence and 
identitarianism is the identification of class and its institutional mechanisms—including 
capitalism, imperialism, corporatism, neoliberalism, and, of course, globalization—as the 
most relevant targets of disruption. In line with Kendi (2016) and sociologist Charles 
Tilly’s framework of categorical inequality (1998), transnational feminism compels us to 
notice the ways in which categories of race, gender, sexuality, and ability have been 
manipulated in order to sustain the highest class. Miyoshi (2001) reminds us that race and 
gender have intrinsic identities, unlike class. Class, he notes, is threatened by liberation 
and is also rarely mentioned in more recent diversity-focused literacy studies. “Quite 
obviously, the ruling class welcomes this silence. For this reason alone, transnational 
corporatism has warmly embraced multiculturalism. Diversity at this juncture is a favored 
public policy, not a subversive program” (p. 294). 
 Finally, it is valuable to note how practitioners of transnational literacy position 
immigrants—or, rather, suggest that immigrants position themselves. Spivak (1992) 
almost insists that new immigrant intellectuals need to consider their political position 
“from opposition to perceived dominant” (Lee, 2011) suggest that their “position 
toward/within transnationality can place them at an advantageous point from which to 
read "transnational" literary texts situated in between the paradigm of the national and the 
global in a more critical and engaging way (p. 3). Wimmer and Glick-Schiller (2003) 
suggest that immigrants are naturally disruptive of homogeneous notions of loyalty, state, 
and shared rights (p. 583). Transnationality points to more than a multi-nation location of 




dexterity in larger geopolitical concerns beyond individual, even intersectional, 
experiences.  
     We may have to ask ourselves a new set of questions: What does it mean to 
“globalize” our discipline? … In whose terms, and in the name of what kinds of 
knowledge or intellectual authority, are such scholarly practices performed? From 
which epistemic space and location are we speaking? (Wang, 2016, p. 134) 
 
 The scholarship on transnational literacy in teacher education offers a powerful 
foundation and rationale for further investigation. (A more detailed search description is 
at the end of this Chapter.)  Within these articles, much of the literature took up 
transnational literacy as the multiple languages with which transnational people (i.e. 
immigrants, borderless people) engage (e.g., Roberts, 2016; Tchernichova, 2011). The 
latter often approached these topics with a critical literacy lens, but not surfacing a 
critique of geopolitical, imperialist, and neocolonial nations. This is the very premise of 
transnational literacy, and so the silence was profound. (Mahrouse, 2016) illuminates 
how the word transnational has been absorbed into the hegemonic agenda.)  
The few remaining articles addressed (teacher) education in transnational literacy 
as a critical anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist theory (Brydon, 2004; Spivak, 1998). Teacher 
perceptions of immigrant students remain a main artery of this literature. Their reduction 
of transnational immigrant youth to English language learners, obscuring their political 
knowledge (Dabach & Fones, 2016), coupled with a limited understanding of 
transnational experiences (Sanchez & Machado-Casas, 2009), manifests into narrow 
concepts of citizenship education (Dabach & Fones, 2016).  
 Teacher education practices elaborated in the literature included nurturing habits 
of epistemological plurality using a pedagogy of deconstruction (Andreotti, 2009); 




cross-talk, short response paper plus contradictory readings, collaborative listening 
(Brydon, 2004); incorporating indigenous notions of citizenship, education, and home 
into the teacher education classroom (Andreotti, 2014).  There was some discussion of 
how this shifted teacher perceptions (Brydon, 2004), but certainly not a robust 
investigation.  “Much still needs to be done in translating theory into pedagogical praxis 
that can be available to a wider group of people within the mainstream educational 
system” (Andreotti, 2009, p. 12). Ten years later, this still seems to be the case.  
Transnational literacy and pedagogies of cultural plurality are both concomitant 
with critical literacies, but they spring from different spaces and tensions. Transnational 
literacy grows out of a critique of postcolonialism and of the nation-state project in 
comparative and regional literature studies at a postsecondary level (Brydon, 2004; 
Spivak, 1992; Spivak, 2016); it interrogates the role this project plays in invisibilizing 
(U.S.) imperialism, in furthering the agendas of capitalism and globalization, and in 
siloing and silencing the subaltern (Spivak, 1988). Culturally plural pedagogy emerges 
from domestic applications of critical race theory and equity pedagogy (and against 
assimilationist curriculum and practice) in K—12 teacher education and classrooms, in 
the building of a culturally plural and equitable nation-state—the United States (Banks & 
Banks, 1995; Banks, 1992; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2014; 
Paris, 2012).   
If cultural plurality is a main tributary of social justice and equity pedagogy in the 
United States, transnational literacy sits on the outer banks, at best.  Even as the culturally 
pluralistic strand of critical pedagogy reflects increasingly nuanced and disruptive 




pedagogical and liberatory instrument (Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Gay, 2010; Kim & Slapac, 
2015), and the (capitalist, imperialist) nation-state of the United States (Lee, 2011; 
Spivak, 1992) remains the unquestioned unit of analysis. The field continues to be 
notably reflexive, with some push towards a broader lens of analysis, including 
discussions about the lack of meta-self-analysis in teacher education (Kim & Slapac, 
2015), insufficient questioning of the master narrative (Callahan & Obenchain, 2016), 
and the reifying of cultural difference in a fluid sphere (Kim & Slapac, 2015; Miyoshi, 
2001).  Still, there doesn’t appear to be a significant effort by pedagogues of cultural 
plurality to disrupt the imperialist project of the nation-state. Nor does there appear 
sufficient mainstream effort to deeply interrogate the ways in which multiculturalism—
even when executed in the spirit of equity within the United States—is employed to 
perpetuate inequity and oppression by this nation-state “elsewhere” or to question the 
very premise and legitimacy of this settler colony nation by consistently centering the 
subaltern within—Native American voices and epistemologies. How can transnational 
literacy contribute to the social justice mandate of teacher education and schools? 
     We are caught in a larger struggle where one side soldiers to exploit 
transnationality through a distorting culturalism and the other knows rather little 
what script drives, writes, and operates it. It is within this ignorant clash that we 
have to find and locate our agency, and attempt, again and again, to throw the 
clashing machinery out of joint. (Spivak, 1992, p. 7) 
 
Central to Spivak’s critique of multiculturalism is a friction where it becomes a 
weapon of imperialism deployed within a subaltern (the Other) that is unaware of its 
machinations.  Lee (2011) supposes that Spivak’s italicized we calls on critics and 
scholars working in the United States who are originally from Third World Countries to 




Diana Brydon’s picks up Spivak’s work in her discussion of transnational literacy 
in Canadian education (2004), which was situated within and inspired by the resistance 
against postcolonial literature, which surfaces Canada’s colonizing identity, an 
uncomfortable experience for some. Brydon raises Enrique Dussel’s powerful articulation 
of the distinction between postmodernism and postcolonialism (p. 71—72), wherein the 
former seeks to abandon modern reason because of the violence it has caused, while the 
latter seeks to recognize a greater range of frameworks of reason, exposing how 
Eurocentric reason obscures its alternatives (historic and contemporary) by cataloguing 
them as myth. This includes science, historical alternatives to contemporary world 
systems, and systemic inequities, including higher education and world trade. Like 
Spivak, Brydon argues against multiculturalism, which she observes is often discussed 
and theorized within a national unit of analysis, leaving out global privilege and 
imperialism. (Brydon also reminds us of the harm caused to indigenous people by the 
term post-colonial.) Deeply relevant to this study is Brydon’s emphasis that religious 
conversion was once an ally of imperialism, and that conversion still exists as a border-
crossing weapon, even as it is linked with contemporary humanitarianism (p. 77). Thus, 
Brydon argues, postcolonial theory cannot be taken up in the classroom in the spirit of 
conversion, no matter how well-intended it may be.  In a planetary context of teacher 
education for social justice, this is a compelling reminder that the noble cause of social 
change can easily become a kind of secular salvation (Popkewitz & Kirchgasler, 2018) 
that justifies and encourages epistemic violence.  
To push against this tendency, Brydon evokes Spivak’s critical intimacy with a 




multiculturalism and worldliness. “Let us drop the traditional obsession with being ‘well-
rounded,’ and replace it with the aim of being ‘well-grounded.’” (p. 78).  Mowitt makes a 
distinctly decolonial point here, reminding us that there is a colonial history and agenda 
behind knowing about that is counteracted with the goal of knowing from. This strikes me 
as a powerful, indigenous way to engage epistemic plurality and conceptualize the 
phenomenon of transnational consciousness, as something that emerges from the earth.  
Pedagogically, Brydon embraces classroom debates on complex issues, rather 
than a consumption of pre-determined, curated critiques.  Recognizing that debates can 
feel uncomfortable for students who are often accustomed to a classroom culture of 
politeness, she asks students to present alternative readings of texts before class 
discussions to get them accustomed to hearing and taking in at least four different 
interpretations of the same text. While Brydon is describing undergraduate English 
literature classrooms, the implications for teacher education, across methods and theories 
classes, are provocative, compelling, and expansive.  In my pilot study with second-
generation Asian American student teachers and in my role as an instructor in teacher 
education, I have heard students express the peer pressure they felt to say the right thing, 
or to publicly have the same interpretation as the professor, even when their personal 
experience and perspectives added context that disrupted the (often black-and-white, 
domestic) prevailing assumptions, epistemes, and conclusions. Engaging in complex 
issues of social justice through Brydon’s approach could be a powerful way to engage 
transnational teachers’ experiences (and others) into expanding the frame of analysis.  
Andreotti (2014) offers a powerful critique of social justice education by 




and even justify inequities by reinforcing ethnocentric theories of citizenship and social 
responsibility in and by imperialist countries. Her three-part article begins with an 
exploration of her academic and pedagogical work in critical literacy in global citizenship 
education. Referencing frameworks of decoloniality throughout her work, Andreotti 
names two trends in global citizenship and development education— (1) the notion of a 
common humanity and a single idea of progress and (2) the idea of justice, complicity in 
harm, and multiple ideas of progress. The first, Andreotti argues, is premised upon the 
structure and epistemes of modernism/coloniality (including its inherent linear concepts 
of time), neglecting alternate approaches. The latter, Andreotti takes up as a critical 
approach, offering that examining the origins and implications of assumptions pushes 
against epistemic hegemony. Within critical literacy in teacher education, she makes a 
powerful distinction between reflection (upon individual journeys and assumptions) and 
reflexivity, which shifts the focus from the individual to the collective stories that are 
constructed within specific epistemological and ontological assumptions that determine 
what is real, ideal, and knowable, which she calls the “root narrative” (p. 36). This root 
narrative is what informs “common sense,” and Andreotti maps it onto four 
orientations—technicist (i.e. social engineering), liberal humanist, critical and post-
critical, and other. The first three reside within and normalize modernist dogma, 
reproducing the same familiar epistemic privileges. Andreotti (2009) engages the 
decolonial stance of interpreting the “post” in post-modernism as questioning, rather than 
after. Her work is situated in the context of global citizenship education, and 
transnational texts are used to surface the complexity of harm done in the name of justice 




solutions. (Andreotti’s HEADS UP checklist (p. 40) is a powerful set of lenses that 
disrupts normalized patterns and practices in social justice education, including 
(E)thnocentricism, (A)historism, and (S)alvationism.)  Although this dissertation study 
does not focus specifically on global citizenship education, it is grounded in an 
application of transnational literacy that is inspired by Andreotti’s critical approach. It is 
also conceptually committed to expanding to a planetary analytical unit, to surface and 
embrace transnational immigrant experiences and epistemic plurality, and to confront 
U.S. imperialism.  
 
Decoloniality 
It is also significant to this study that Andreotti applies transnational literacy as a 
vehicle for decoloniality (Mignolo, 2011). I share others’ concern that the language of 
decolonization has been subsumed by other social justice projects. “Decolonize (a verb) 
and decolonization (a noun) cannot easily be grafted onto pre-existing 
discourses/frameworks, even if they are critical, even if they are anti-racist, even if they 
are justice frameworks” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 2). As India is a post-colonial state and 
the United States is a settler colonial state, I felt a responsibility to take up a framework 
that specifically named and addressed onto-epistemic colonization.   Operating from an 
epistemic layer, decoloniality is both analytical tool and praxis (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018) 
and contributes theoretically and methodologically to the analyses of immigrant 
experiences and transnational consciousness.  Emerging not from the Academy, but from 
the work of ground activists in the Global South, decoloniality reveals the synchronous 
judgments of the colonizer that cast its epistemologies as modern, progressive, and 




and barbaric.  Thus, decoloniality is a powerful disruptive mechanism that shifts critical 
engagement from identity to epistemology, in line with Spivak’s warning against the 
limitations of identitarianism. Additionally, in surfacing indigenous onto-epistemologies, 
decoloniality reveals the anthropocentrism of modernity that defines humanitarian work, 
centering it as a universal social good (Maldonado-Torres, 2017).   
 
Immigration and Teacher Education 
In 2002, Lin Goodwin published a sweeping and detailed review of the (lack of) 
scholarship on preparing teachers to support immigrant children over the previous 20 
years. Beginning with a broad keyword search across all the literature, Goodwin then 
narrowed in on key teacher education journals. Her overarching discovery was the 
troubling fact that teacher preparation—and the scholarship on it—had insufficiently 
addressed the education of immigrant students, despite the fact that this was a well-
established and pressing matter.  At the foundation of the scholarship that Goodwin laid 
out were a lack of teacher diversity (Cochran-Smith, 2000; Goodwin, Genishi, Asher, & 
Woo, 1997), parochial attitudes among teachers, who preferred familiar appearing 
students and environments (Zimpher & Ashburn, 1992) and antagonistic attitudes 
amongst teachers and the public towards diversity and immigration (Valdes, 1998).  
Goodwin found that, in contrast to the growing wealth of literature on diversity and 
equity that was currently available to teachers and teacher educators, the resources on 
teaching immigrant students specifically remained paltry and generic, folding immigrant 
students into the broader “students of color” category or focusing primarily on language 




postsecondary schools didn’t normally record the foreign-born status of students, making 
it even more of a challenge to surface data for scholarship and study (Goodwin, 2002).   
What makes this even more startling is that, despite a clear gap in literature and in 
resources, when Goodwin published a follow up review in 2017, she discovered that not 
much progress had been made in the interim. The lives of immigrant children and their 
families had grown increasingly precarious—including and especially for those that had 
undocumented and refugee status—and immigrant population continued to become 
increasingly representative of the Global South (including Latin America, Asia, and 
Africa). The literature showed that immigrants were also heading to non-traditional 
immigrant destinations, including Maryland, Washington DC, and Maine (Goodwin, 
2017). And the literature showed that immigrant students—Latinx students in 
particular—were ending up in some of the most racially segregated schools and cities in 
the country (Goodwin, 2017, p. 437). Simultaneously, the teacher force continues to be 
predominantly white (Dedeoglu & Lamme, 2011; Demulder et al., 2014; Picower, 2009). 
Goodwin’s search in the top six teacher education journals for literature between 2005—
2015 that included immigration, immigrate, or immigrant in the titles or abstracts resulted 
in 13 articles, of which one-fourth were non-U.S. based. A broader sweep of the 
literature, for the words that might be related (e.g. diversity, bilingual, ESL) to 
immigration (Goodwin, 2017, p. 438) and then interrogated for some mention of 
immigrant or immigration, resulted in 177 articles. One third of the articles focused on 
English language acquisition; another third were about broad conceptualizations of 
multiculturalism. A computer analysis of all these articles revealed that only 22 




Indeed, when I queried for literature published after 2000 with the terms “teacher 
education” and “immigrant” in the title, Google Scholar surfaced 29 articles.  (To 
Goodwin’s point, Google Scholar turned up 555 articles that had “culturally,” “equity”, 
and “multicultural,” paired with “teacher education” in the title.) The primary focus of 
the literature was language acquisition (Cadiero-Kaplan, Berta-Avila, & Flores, 2007; 
Lock, 2007; Sox, 2009; Suárez-Orozco, 2017). Themes that emerged in this literature 
included tensions that immigrant students experienced when positioned within racial 
frameworks in the United States that led to a downward socio-emotional spiral (Suárez-
Orozco, 2017); immigrant experiences are not singular or homogeneous (Goodwin, 2017; 
Suárez-Orozco, 2017); taking a funds of knowledge approach to teaching immigrant 
students (Hamann, 2012; Siefert, Salas, & D'amico, 2015; Wurr, 2018), specific needs 
and vulnerabilities of undocumented students (Dabach & Fones, 2018; Jefferies & 
Dabach, 2014), educating teachers on immigration policy (Adair, Tobin, & Arzubiaga 
2012; Adair, 2014; Ciardiello, 2012; Jenlink, 2012; Rong, 2012; Sox, 2009; Tilley-
Lubbs, 2012). 
Deeply buried within this modest body of literature is a line of inquiry that is most 
germane to this study: the attitudes that teachers hold towards immigration, immigrant 
students and their families. Existing scholarship focuses largely on immigrants and 
families, but there is very little on educator perspectives on immigration (Buchanan & 
Hilburn, 2016; Gallo & Link, 2016; Goodwin, 2017), despite the finding that teacher 
perceptions about immigrants as assets, rather than burdens, was related to lower 
diversity-related burnout amongst teachers and higher immigrant-related self-efficacy 




schools that serve predominantly immigrant students were fraught with low expectations, 
prioritizing student compliance over creativity (Blume et al., 2019). Teacher perceptions 
impacted immigrant student outcomes (Doucet, 2017), and when teachers and immigrant 
families did not share a common culture, students were particularly susceptible to poor 
outcomes (Cherng, 2016; Goodwin, 2017).  Suárez-Orozco (2017) found that teachers 
measured immigrant students against stereotypes and then found them to be failing if 
they didn’t meet these stereotypes. And even though bilingualism is linked to many 
positive outcomes, English language acquisition in non-English speaking children was 
seen as a problem to overcome (Doucet, 2017). Callahan and Obenchain (2016) also 
found that civic engagement was often taught as compliance rather than agency for both 
immigrant and non-immigrant youth.  
What remains overwhelmingly apparent across the literature is that the framework 
for engaging with immigrant students remains within one of a benevolent nation-state 
host approach (Portes & Borocz, 1989), where, at best and most equitable, teachers are 
supportive of the translingual, cultural richness that their immigrant students bring to the 
classroom, and find ways to engage those funds of knowledge to help their students and 
their families acculturate (Rubinstein-Avila, 2017) or assimilate to the United States. This 
may even include working with students and families to advocate for more equitable 
domestic policies and practices. These are, no doubt, incredibly important tasks, and 
central to the responsibility of teachers and schools in the United States.  
The mandate of social justice educators and scholars is to interrogate the very 
premise and assumptions of the institutions and systems within which teaching and 




and systems that are determined in no small measure by U.S. corporate and political 
imperialism around the world, it makes sense to expand our scope of analysis to a 
transnational framework.  The literature on teacher education and immigration, however, 
seems to centers the linguistic traits of immigrant students and warm attitudes towards 
their acculturation (Rubinstein-Avila, 2017) to the United States. Both of these are key to 
the success of immigrant students in U.S. schools; they are meaningful endeavors that 
impact the lived experiences of learning and school membership of immigrant students 
every day.  But what key information remains outside this frame? What happens when 
we expand the frame beyond the nation? Demulder, Stribling, and Day (2014) studied 
how 57 emergent teachers in a professional master’s degree program experienced a 
curriculum strand on immigration and how they then critiqued the curriculum. They 
found that these teachers learned to disrupt hegemonic, U.S.-centric narratives of 
immigration by engaging in critical dialogue with current, controversial immigration 
issues, and that this critical lens extended to their teaching practices. They noted that 
there was some resistance to these reframings; some teachers held tight to 
assimilationism, even as they felt compassion for the individual lived experiences of 
immigrant students. They describe how some of this resistance emerged from a struggle 
to embrace ambiguity or to hold competing ideas simultaneously within a larger culture 
that dichotomizes information as right or wrong.  Finally, the researchers remind us that 
critical lenses develop recursively and over time.  
Several studies captured how teachers’ own experiences shape their perceptions 
about the world and injustice (Brydon, 2004; Buchanan & Hilburn, 2016; Demulder et 




cross-cultural exposure fail to recognize their contrastive experiences and perceptions, 
particularly those that reproduce unjust and inequitable experiences for other identities 
(Genor & Green, 2011). Issues of cultural dominance emerged, such as how teacher as 
technician erases cultural knowledge and reifies Western (American) cultural hegemony 
in construction of child development (Massing, 2015), and preparing teachers to be 
border crossers (Gallo & Link, 2014). There were two articles which engaged in global 
considerations of immigration. Meara, Huber and Sanmiguel (2018) presented a critical 
pedagogy that surfaced how different countries and populations are interconnected and 
interdependent. Their analysis lacked a critical analysis of geopolitical power dynamics, 
but it expanded the frame of analysis beyond the nation-state.  Reed (2015) presented a 
curriculum for working with emergent teachers that disrupted dominant immigrant 
narratives which benefit corporations, engaging them to consider the ethical implications 
of U.S. policy.  What is powerful and generative here is the critical reflexivity that is 
embedded into teacher education and considerations of immigration curriculum. 
Emergent teachers learned to take up critical transnational literacy by working through 
complex dilemmas, rather than adopting fixed ideological stances. “When people are 
forced to migrate in order to escape intolerable and life-threatening conditions, should it 
matter whether this was caused by acts of nature or by institutions and policies created to 
protect the interests of transnational capital? And ultimately, how should we teach 
children and youth about immigration today?” (Reed, 2015, p. 2).  
These are powerful findings that further compel the commitment to diversifying 
the teaching force. It opens the door for considering how incorporating transnational 




with greater intention into the workforce, might impact perspectives and critical 
reflexivity on immigration and a broader perspective on the role the United States plays 
in the world.  
 
Pathways to Teaching 
Much of the literature on contemporary pathways to teaching disrupts 
conventional wisdom or commonly-held assumptions about the field of teacher 
education. The discourse about teacher preparation is contextualized within a neoliberal, 
market-based approach to education reform that has become normalized not only in the 
public sphere but within the teacher education professional itself (Cochran-Smith & 
Villegas, 2015). Embracing a test-score definition of educational success, federal funding 
has put pressure on states to develop accountability systems linking student test scores 
with teacher data, even correlating it with the pathways through which they entered 
teaching (and the teacher education practices within them). This data, in turn, has become 
incorporated into teacher accreditation standards and emphases (Cochran-Smith & 
Villegas, 2015). This outcomes-focused logic has engendered a backlash against 
multicultural and social justice approaches to teaching and teacher education, 
subsequently influencing the research on teacher education practices. Thus, there are 
divergent schools of thought regarding the cause of the achievement gap and, by 
extension, how to close it.  One group locates both the problem and the solution within 
schools, including in-school resources (Darling-Hamond, 2010), an operationalization of 
teacher excellence that is rooted in test-based outcomes, teacher preparation towards 
those measures of excellence (traditional versus alternative pathways), and models of 




excellent teachers are limited by the impact of out-of-school factors on students, 
including stress, health care access, and food and housing insecurity and safety. It is 
within this debate that much of the research on pathways to teaching sits.  I will take up 
the three-part organizational framework offered by Cochran-Smith and Villegas in their 
2015 two-article literature review of research on pathways to teaching, which is 
contextualized in this debate: (1) teacher preparation accountability, effectiveness, and 
policies; (2) teacher preparation for a knowledge society; (3) teacher preparation for 
diversity and equity.   
 Within the first category, Boyd and colleagues (2012) found that while, initially, 
the outcomes of students of teachers who had gone through traditional teacher 
preparation programs were better than students of teachers who came from Teach for 
America and urban teacher residency programs, those differences were minimal and 
dissipated over time. They also found that while students of TFA performed better in 
math, which they attributed to TFA’s recruitment process, the high attrition rate of TFA 
teachers negated this positive achievement difference (Boyd et al., 2012, p. 1043). 
Cochran-Smith and Villegas (2015) concluded that few of the more recent studies on 
teacher education pathways were focused on determining rankings of the best one (the 
“horse race” approach), although some did compare pathways vis-a-vis policy levers for 
improving teacher quality (e.g. Henry et al., 2014; Whitford et al., 2018). They also 
determined that there was more variation within pathways than between them (e.g. Gatti, 
2019; Humphrey & Weschler, 2007; Whitford et al., 2018). More than the type of 
pathway, teacher performance was connected to how much the program engaged their 




(Darling-Hammond, 2010), and the school’s resources, administration, and culture 
(Hammerness & Craig, 2016). Cochran-Smith and Villegas recognized a recent trend of 
using more sophisticated conceptual categories, data sources, and analytical tools.  For 
instance, Humphrey and Weschler (2007) argued that pathways to teaching was the 
wrong unit of analysis, and that more substantive and consistent findings would emerge if 
the literature focused on homogeneous subgroups of individuals within programs who 
had similar backgrounds and similar school settings. This perspective shifts the 
conversation about pathways to teaching from traditional versus alternative towards 
investigating specific practices that are taken up within teacher education at large.   
Within the second category, teacher preparation for a knowledge society, 
Cochran-Smith et al. (2015) recognize six categories: subject matter preparation, 
coursework, fieldwork, content structures and pedagogies, teacher educators, and 
learning to teach over time. The metric for success within this category is the successful 
adoption of a constructivist stance towards teaching and learning.  Because of the recent 
attention on guided, clinical practice in teacher preparation, the authors focus on the third 
category in their review, focusing on the problem of discord between universities and 
K—12 schools regarding educational goals. This focus on clinical practice stems from a 
social constructivist approach to learning to teach (Lave & Wenger, 1991) that correlates 
to broader conceptualization of participating in a knowledge society.  The research 
showed that while emergent teachers’ experiences of navigating the different 
expectations of their programs and placements were stressful and fraught, even disrupting 
their learning, this conflict also allowed for professional growth.  Sharpe et al. (2003) 




reflections allowed for more frequent, robust communication and helped address student 
teacher isolation. Smith and Avetisian (2011) found that student teachers’ practices were 
far more influenced by the cooperating teacher’s style of mentorship (apprenticeship 
versus reflective coaching) than their style of teaching.  Notably, while student teachers 
might successfully adopt constructivist teaching practices in their placements, pressures 
and expectations in traditional school settings during their first year of teaching led many 
first-year teachers to conform to traditional pedagogy. Cochran-Smith et al. also noted 
that there was a relative absence of this kind of research on alternative pathway 
programs; the bulk of this research was done by teacher educator practitioner-researchers 
in university settings on their own programs (2015, p. 117).  
The third category, teacher preparation for diversity and inclusion, acknowledges 
both the increasingly diverse in-school student population within the out-of-school 
context of systemic inequities.  Thus, the research problem is situated around: the 
influence of course and field work on learning to teach in diverse settings, diversifying 
the teaching force, analysis of the contents of teacher preparation programs regarding 
teaching for diversity, and analyzing the teacher educators’ experiences with diversity. 
Embedded within this is an assumption that many people enter the teaching profession 
assuming that society is just, schools are equitable, and that student success is self-
determined (e.g. Picower, 2009).  Programmatic practices in teaching emergent teachers 
to recognize and disrupt these assumptions and their deficit-views on diversity was taken 
up as a fundamental marker of successful teacher preparation. The literature shows that 
single courses that support a more asset-based view on non-dominant cultural markers do 




2008) or in developing favorable attitudes towards inclusive education (Lambe & Bones, 
2007). Of the practices used by programs, while autobiography is a well-established tool, 
there is little insight into how it promotes asset-based views on diversity. Community-
based cultural immersion was amongst the more innovative and successful practices, 
when merged with coursework and debriefing opportunities (e.g. DaSilva Iddings & 
Reyes, 2017; Sleeter, 2001). It should be noted that the majority of research done on 
teaching for diversity and inclusion was done in the context of a single course in a 
university-based teacher education program.  Like the previous category, most of 
research in this area was done by teacher education scholar-practitioners, with the bulk of 
it focused on beliefs, rather than how shifting beliefs translated into teaching practice. 
Cochran-Smith et al. (2015) noted that while the majority of teacher preparation research 
did not take up the neoliberal agenda on education reform, it did not go so far as to 
challenge systemic inequities. They also noted that university-sponsored teacher 
education fails to meet the labor needs of schools with high teacher attrition rates and to 
support teacher candidates of color.  At the same time, Zhang and Zeller (2016) note that 
while current studies show that long-term retention of teachers from alternative pathways 
to teaching is worse, these studies are insufficient in duration. Moreover, McNew-Birren 
et al. (2018) found that TFA corps’ members not only retained deficit views on diversity 
despite TFA’s rhetoric of high expectations, but that many corps members experienced 
dissonance with sociocultural science education scholarship.  It is notable to this study 
that the framing of research on pathways to teaching continues to reinforce the definition 
of teacher diversity across race lines, but does not take up mono-nationalism or religion 




This exploration of pathways was partly inspired by the participants’ vivid 
descriptions of their teacher preparation experiences. Satyā and Bhavāni came from 
traditional teacher education graduate programs, Ādityā from an urban residential teacher 
preparation program; Neerajā began an urban residential program but left it to join a 
private charter school, where she received on-site training, which focused on Doug 
Lemov’s Teach Like A Champion (2012).  Things really became interesting during our 
first participant dinner, when the three participants (Bhavāni wasn’t able to attend) 
became engrossed in an impassioned conversation about teacher certification and what 
defines good teacher preparation. Neerajā brought Dana Goldstein’s The Teacher Wars 
(2014) into the conversation, explaining Goldstein’s (an education journalist) exposition 
of the feminization of the teaching profession, which she described as a reduction to 
caring. Satyā visibly balked at this.  As I observed this moment, I recalled the 
descriptions they offered during their intake interviews and wondered if how they related 
to their teacher education experience influenced the current conversation.  
  
Part II. Indian American Teachers 
 
 
Part II is concerned with framing an approach to centering Indian American 
teachers (with a broader consideration of Asian American teachers and second-
generation immigrant teachers). Because it is impractical to query for Indian American 
teachers in search engines (“Indian American” invariably produces literature about 
Native Americans and First Nations people), this section will stitch together literature in 




knowledge; Indian American identity and knowledge (with particular focus on religion, 
community, and transnationalism).   
 
Asian American Teachers 
There is an absence of Asian Americans in the discussion of national history and 
race relations (Chanbonpin, 2015; Coloma, 2009), in part because Asian Americans have 
historically had ambiguous racial identity (J.Y. Kim, 1999; Morning, 2001). This is 
sustained, in part, by the contradictory ways in which the law has defined (and avoided 
defining) this group (Morning, 2001). There is little research on Asian American teachers 
(Quiocho, 2000), at the same time that Asian American students comprise a large 
percentage of the projected increase in students of color (Goodwin, 2017; Philip, 2014; 
Sheets & Chew, 2002).  
The literature on diversifying the teacher workforce considers deeply teacher 
candidate recruitment, including and especially obstacles to teacher candidate recruitment 
(Quiocho, 2000).  The main line of inquiry on Asian American teachers is why so few 
enter the profession (Philip, 2014; Sheets & Chew, 2002).  Gordon (2000) surfaces the 
parental pressure to strive for higher status professions and a lack of relative respect 
associated with being a teacher in the United States.  Asian American teacher candidates 
also voice concerns about teaching in communities of color, because of cultural gaps 
(Asher, 2007; Gordon 2000; Rong & Preissle, 1997).  The cultural gap between dominant 
American teaching culture and home culture, and a fear of losing home culture by 
becoming assimilated into teaching culture disincentives entry into the profession 




teachers of Asian descent is around issues of English language acquisition faced by Asian 
immigrant teachers, and not on American-born, fluent English speakers.  
Even as it is valuable to understand further what precludes them from entering the 
teacher workforce, it is notable that there is not as much literature about why Asian 
Americans do enter the profession, why they stay, and what particular knowledges they 
bring to educational spaces. Curiosity about their motivation to become teachers and the 
critical transnational literacies they bring to the classroom (that may be masked by other 
critical literacies) are germane to the questions of this study. Inherent to the conversation 
about Asian Americans—especially in relationship to education—are theories and 
implications of model minoritizing, which is comprised of racial triangulation/relative 
valorization (look at how well they’re doing in comparison to other groups) combined 
with civic ostracism (these folks are unassimilable, due to their ethnicity). The latter is 
used as a deterrent to keep Asian Americans away from body politic and civic 
membership (C.J. Kim, 1999).  Kim goes on to identify important critiques of this myth, 
which “exaggerates Asian American prosperity, homogenizes this extremely diverse 
population, and obscures discriminatory treatment against it” (C.J. Kim, 1999, p. 118). 
Members of minoritized communities, more than white teachers, enter the teaching 
profession not only for benevolent reasons, but for the specific purpose of disruptive 
social and systemic inequity (Quiocho, 2000; Su, 1997). Teaching and school can be 
viewed as a site where inequitable systemic norms are maintained and reinscribed, or 
they are critiqued and disrupted (Su, 1997). It is reasonable to take up teaching as a civic 




profession—especially those who take up teaching through a lens of civic participation 
and systemic critique—may be acting to interrupt racial triangulation (C.J. Kim, 1999). 
There is a great need for more research on disaggregated (ethnic) groups amongst 
Asian Americans, groupings that have greater and distinct insider relevance, affordances 
and considerations, e.g. Indian American teachers (Chen at al., 2009; Philip et al., 2016; 
Takaki, 1993; Wing, 2007). For instance, Chanbonpin (2015) explores how colorism in 
East Asia dates back thousands of years, but in India, has a specific association with 
British colonialism, which ended in 1947. The essentializing of Asian American as a 
monolithic category is an intentional act of erasing histories, differences, identities, 
ethnicities etc. (Chen et al., 2009; J.Y. Kim, 1999) and camouflages the impact of 
globalization, colonialism, neocolonialism (Swarr & Nagar, 2010).  
Moreover, the literature on Asian American teachers focuses on the difficulties 
they face rather than on the critical transnational literacies they bring to both the teacher 
education classroom and the classrooms in which they teach, that are relevant to 
everyone. Philip’s participants shared that Asian American identity was missing from 
their teacher education program, and outside of personal reflections on experiences with 
race and racism, there is little meaningful, disruptive dialogue that “struggles over the 
reorganization and redistribution of resources and opportunities” (Philip, 2014, p. 237). It 
is also significant to this study to note that in the American imagination, Asian American 
is often associated with East Asia, not only setting up a hierarchy of Asian identities, but 
leaving out of the discussion narratives of immigrants from the countries in South and 
Southeast Asia, which have very distinct relationships with each other and with the 





Indian American Identity and Knowledge 
 Biswas (2005) offers that fluid transnational identities disrupt notions of nation, 
and diaspora immediately calls attention to the nation-state’s failure to “to contain and 
police subjectivities, to hegemonize identity, disrupting both the imagination of a unified 
and coherent nation and the state’s undivided authority over its subjects” (p. 43). Joshi 
(2006a, 2006b, 2020) illustrates the critical gap in the dominant U.S.-based social justice 
schema, which is illuminated by and also silences the lived experiences of Indian 
Americans, amongst other communities, is the role of Christian normativity and Christian 
dominance. Joshi (2006b) found that the impact of Christian dominance, even in its 
secular form, impacted everything in the out-of-home lived experiences of her second-
generation Indian American participants, including the school calendar, dietary norms, 
normative structures of religion, and belongingness. “While hoping to ‘fit in’ in the 
school social community, they faced classmates and sometimes teachers who make fun of 
an element of themselves that in another part of their life is the essence of what provides 
them comfort” (Joshi, 2006b, Chapter 1, Section 4, para. 9). This led some of her Hindu 
and Sikh participants to seek familiar (i.e. Christian) framings of their religions, when 
such framings are not authentic. It is central to this study to note that Joshi discussed 
Indian religions in the American context with little decolonial analysis of Abrahamic 
religions in the Indian context or of a global religious analysis and how both might 
impact the U.S. context.  She chose, instead, to make untroubled references to an Indian 
Hindu demographic majority that might infer epistemic dominance, without providing 
other supporting evidence of that dominance.  In fact, my commitment to decoloniality 




reinforce Western epistemic hegemony and a Western lens that simply remapped the U.S. 
onto India, erasing counter-evidence and ignoring and dismissing relevant context.  
Although Indians have been migrating to the United States since the early 20th 
century, 95% of Indian immigrants came to the United States following the 1965 
Immigration Act, 18 years after Indian Independence. These new immigrants were 
leaving a new nation that had not yet found its identity, entering another nation that was 
only recently allowing non-European immigrants in a much bigger way (Joshi, 2006a).   
Balla (2006) examines first-generation Indian Americans’ complex, transnational 
processes of identity formation through letters in India Abroad, the first newspaper—and 
a dialogical diasporic community meeting space—for the Indian immigrant community in 
the United States. “[I]t was in these pages that Indians periodically debated the meaning 
of Indianness” (Balla, 2006, p. 121). In addition to individual and community discourse, 
the pages also document various Indian American activists representing their community.  
 Balla (2006) reminds us that the immigration requirements meant that the first-
generation of post—1965 Indian immigrants were high income and high education, 
disrupting the working-class migrant trope. What persists over the years is a tension 
between the need for a national pan-Indian (political) identity and deeply-ingrained 
ethnic-linguistic and religious identities, which shape everything from belief systems to 
food and music preferences. Within this, two catalysts motivate this generation’s identity 
formation: the need to pass down Indian culture to their children (Joshi, 2006a, 2006b) 
and a wish to be culturally distinct from dominant American culture.  Many parents 
feared their children would lose their Indian values through the process of 




homogeneous set of values, given India’s diversity. Balla goes on to describe the internal 
disagreement over legal racial categorization of Indians in the United States (moving 
from Caucasian to Asian American) and the resistance to being called a minority group, 
because it might be considered a derogatory term, it would be disincentivizing, or it 
would take resources from other groups who were genuinely disprivileged by conquest 
and enslavement. 
Morning (2001) asserts that Indian Americans don’t necessarily reject a particular 
racial identity, but the very premise of “being raced” (p. 65). Joshi (2006a, 2006b) argues 
that race has become a proxy for religion in how South Asian Americans are identified 
and perceived, inducing a theological conflation that obscures significant cultural and 
epistemic plurality.  Kibria (1999) discovers that even the designation of Asian American 
is received as stifling, homogenizing, and erasing (p. 48).  Morning (2001) also reminds 
us that South Asian migrants have not only become more diverse in terms of nation of 
origin, but more socio-economically and occupationally diverse since the early 1970s. 
Mallapragada (2014) examines a contemporary diasporic meeting place of 
second-generation Indian Americans—the website of New York-based South Asian 
activist organization Desis Rising Up and Moving (DRUM). (Desi is a popular self-
identifier among the Indian diaspora around the world.) This group centers the concerns 
of working-class (subaltern) desis and rejects the premise of India-bound desihood, 
embracing, instead the entire global diaspora of Indians, including desis from South Asia, 
Africa, and the West Indies. Mallapragada points to the multiple strains of groups have 




more tradition-sustaining concerns and ones committed to feminist, queer, and working-
class concerns. 
The latter offers a powerful example of how belonging and citizenship are 
revisioned by the transnational perspectives and commitments of DRUM. Mallapragada 
(2014) notes that  
belonging is enacted not through any idealized narrative of cultural authenticity or 
“original” homeland but rather through active and diverse modes of critiquing, 
making visible, and responding to institutionalized state practices that are tied to 
investments in neoliberalism, global capitalism, techno-surveillance, and border 
policing in a transnational age. (p. 666) 
 
Expanding the definition of desi outside the Indian nation-state illuminates a 
concern with the “transnational complex of rights” (Das Gupta, 2006, p. 16). Unlike 
popular media portrayals of desis as confused or lost, Mallapragada offers this as an 
example of purposeful clarity on something much bigger than a particular nation-state or 
cultural box: a transnational identity that embraces immigrant fluidity. “In this context, 
being desi has less to do with a direct relationship with South Asia and more to do with 
the reinscription of colonial and imperial tendencies in the contemporary conflicts around 
globalization, terrorism, foreign policy, and security” (Mallapragada, 2014, p. 672).  
Examining the complex, fluid, and non-US-centric identities of Indian Americans 
readily surfaces and disrupts the limitations of and erasures perpetuated by U.S. social 
theories and frameworks that are mapped onto immigrants from the Global South as well 
as onto their countries of origin.  As Indian Americans are a religiously unique immigrant 
diaspora, this examination also has the potential to illuminate the complex global circuits 
that animate religious identities and the ways in which these identities are narrated and 




domestic history and heavily informs social justice paradigms that tend to have a 
domestic bias, including the models that might appear in K—12 classrooms and in 
teacher preparation. Engaging and examining the narratives of Indian American teachers 
can be a powerful way of expanding and nuancing the scope of our theory-building to the 
planet, enlivening the complex knowledges that our immigrant teachers, students, and 





In addition to an evidenced need for more research and nuanced consideration of 
teacher education and immigration, it is clear that there is much to be gained from taking 
up lenses of transnational feminism and transnational literacy in this space. Both theories 
push the framework of analysis outside of the nation-state boundary and onto a planetary 
one, are foundationally engaged in accounting for geopolitical power differentials and 
circuits, and call out the violence of universalized Academic epistemes that erase and 
obscure the powerful knowledges, experiences, and consciousness of non-dominant 
peoples. The implications for teacher education in an imperial nation where one out of 
five children have at least one immigrant parent are powerful and critical to increasingly 
sophisticated, disruptive social justice work. It is also clear from the literature that 
teachers’ personal experiences and awarenesses play a huge role in how they take up 
pedagogies and theories, and how this impacts their students’ experiences of learning and 
being a school community member. We also see that there is more to the Asian American 
teacher experience than navigating racial binaries and disrupting model minority 




Exploring the transnational consciousness of second-generation Indian American 
teachers, and the implications for how transnational consciousness might impact teacher 
education practices and the teaching of immigration and immigrants offers exciting 
possibilities that might help address confounding, chronic struggles in the classroom, 





A Google Scholar search of “transnational feminism” and “teacher education” 
brought up 88 results. Of these results, 15 were books that included explorations of 
women from the global South, feminism and literacy, but did not relate specifically to the 
intersection of transnational feminist theory and teacher education. Eight of the results 
were dissertations focused on teachers’ perceptions of immigrant students, the 
experiences of immigrant teachers, or teachers and issues of language. Of the articles, 31 
were completely unrelated to transnational feminism or teacher education. 13 articles 
focused on other countries; one of these has some potential to inform this study, the rest 
were not related to the topic. Seven of the articles were theoretically aligned with 
transnational feminism, but didn’t contribute specifically to the conversation about 
teacher education. One article discussed English language acquisition; three focused on 
culturally responsive teaching and funds of knowledge (but from a purely cultural lens); 
and four of the articles demonstrably reinforced nation-state building and globalization, 
without critical reflexivity. This left six articles that had potential relevance to 




“postcolonial pedagogy” and “teacher education” yielded 35 articles in Google Scholar; a 
quick look revealed that most of these relate to intra-national (nation-state) frameworks. 
My Google Scholar search of “transnational literacy” and “teacher education” 
yielded 90 results. Of these, 2 were dissertations focused on the identities of immigrant 
students and their families; 5 were books that included the word “transnational” a few 
times in their texts, but did not actively take up transnational literacy (as defined in this 
study) in any substantial way.  Of the actual articles, 31 were completely unrelated to 
issues of transnational literacy, literacy, teacher education, or even the classroom. 17 
articles focused on other countries (5 in Canada), addressing country-specific issues that 
do not directly relate to the U.S. context. Those could be mined for some theoretical or 
positional relevance, but do not provide any more information or insight into the nuts and 
bolts of transnational literacy and teacher education in the United States. Of the 
remaining 36 articles, 26 articles focused on issues of English language learning, 
biliteracy, and translanguaging practices that did not speak to larger issues of 
transnational literacy in the ways this study is taking them up. Four of the remaining 
articles were focused on culturally sustaining and relevant practices within and through 
language practices in the classroom. (These last two categories did not surface—critically 
or otherwise—the actions of the United States that catalyzed the migration of these 
students from other countries; rather, they assumed a diverse nation-state building stance 
as problematized in the first part of this chapter.) This left 5 articles that seemed to have 
some relationship with transnational literacy and teacher education, although none of 
them were empirical studies on teachers in the United States. I supplemented these seven 









This study aimed to explore the transnational literacies (e.g. Spivak) of a diverse 
group of second-generation Indian American educators in New York City and the ways 
they narrated, constructed, and related to their experiences and knowledges of immigrant, 
immigration, and transnational. Using a phenomenologically-informed approach across 
multiple spaces with the same group of people, I endeavored to co-explore (individual 
and collective) transnational consciousness with my participants, sitting alongside 
transnational literacy and feminism. The design and curiosity of the study was to see 
what emerged when they were in community, through co-explorations of self, history, 
society, and media (as they relate to immigration and immigrant), and how the study of 
this phenomenon impacted the ways in which they thought about teaching immigration 
and immigrants and teacher education.  
This inquiry was guided by the following questions, which were taken up as 
individuals meaning-making and the ways in which those individuals’ ideas moved and 
were moved through the community of participants:  
● How does a group of second-generation Indian American teachers relate to and 
imagine immigrant, immigration, and transnationalism?  
● How do they understand their transnational consciousness?  
● How do they understand how this impacts their classrooms?  
Exploring the ways in which these teachers made meaning of their transnational 
identities and narratives, the impact of this on their classrooms, and how all of this was 




imagine the transnational consciousnesses of second-generation immigrant teachers as 
critical voices in diverse, inclusive, social justice spaces. It also affords us different 
frameworks for envisioning teacher diversity, and possibilities for how we might consider 
transnational literacy as a transformative teacher education practice. The following 
chapter details the methodology, data collection, and data analysis processes that I used 





The literature shows that how teachers make sense of immigration largely impacts 
how all of their students learn about immigration and also determines the experiences of 
their immigrant students (Valdes, 1998).   Phenomenological studies explore how a group 
of people make meaning of an event or a moment (Creswell, 2007; Polkinghorne, 2007), 
aligning tightly with the concerns of this study. Phenomenology originates in its 
transcendental iteration, and is often attributed to Edmund Husserl who designed the 
methodological approach to center peoples’ experiences of life and honor their 
consciousness. He described consciousness as a dialogue between the mind and the 
object (Laverty, 2017). This form of inquiry is in line with the commitments of 
transnational feminism and transnational literacy foundational to this study, as it rejects 
the application of universalized epistemes to the general population of people. The goal 
of a transcendental phenomenological study is to distill the group’s experiences down 
into themes that reflect their lived experience of a phenomenon. Hermeneutical 
phenomenology closely resembles its predecessor, but for one key difference: while 




researcher and her concepts, hermeneutical phenomenology embraces the researcher’s 
interpretative lens (Creswell, 2007, p. 62). It is notable that Husserl’s eschewal of the 
researcher’s interpretive lens originates in his specific critique of how psychological 
research was conducted at the time; he felt that applying the natural laws of psychology 
to human subjects erased the fact that they were sentient, interpretive beings. By actively 
engaging a rejection of universalized Western epistemes (e.g. transnational literacy and 
transnational feminism) as a part of my theoretical framework, and working with my 
participants (Laverty, 2017), I sought to “to return [to] and re-examine [our] taken for 
granted experiences and perhaps uncover new and/or forgotten meanings” (p. 22). Van 
Manen (1990) describes phenomenological study as a dance between six research 
activities (rather than a linear process): (1) considering a phenomenon which occupies 
and commits us;  (2) investigating lived (not conceptualized) experience; (3) reflecting on 
essential themes; (4) describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting; 
(5) maintaining a strong and oriented focus; (6) balancing the research context by 
considering parts and whole (e.g. zooming in and out) (pp. 30—31).  As such, reflective 
writing will be woven in throughout the study, during data collection and analysis.  
In a phenomenological study of both U.S.-born and U.S.-immigrated individuals, 
Yelich Biniecki and Conceição (2014) found that transnational experiences impacted 
their participants’ personal identities and worldviews. Living in multiple locations 
created an awareness of and a desire to seek multiple views on the same events; 
embedded in this were critical reflections on assumptions underlying worldviews, and an 
appreciation for culture. The researchers noticed that each of their ten participants had 




than a global identity. Participants’ transnational worldviews and identities developed 
iteratively, rather than linearly, often triggered by a series of events, or a “disorienting 
dilemma” (p. 49) that pushed them out of their comfort zone and challenged their 
thinking and perspectives. This led them to examine power relations in the world, and, 
for the US-born participants, disrupted their US-centric thinking. Notably, the researchers 
observed that a phenomenological approach to studying transnational identities allowed 
for both individual and collective understandings, that, together, support complexity and 
sophistication in understanding the intersections of identity, transnational experience, and 
critical worldviews.  
Yelich Biniecki and Conceição’s study (2014) demonstrates the benefit of a 
phenomenological approach to understanding complexities and affordances of 
transnational identities, and how naturally this methodology can work in concert with 
both transnational feminism and transnational literacy. As elucidated in the two prior 
chapters, these theories sit at the heart of this inquiry and the epistemological stance of 
this inquirer. Centering and amplifying individuals’ meaning-making of experiences and 
the world, rather than applying universalized epistemes (Mohanty, 2003, 2013; Spivak, 
1992) to analyze research participants is central to this stance. There may be a valid 
concern that phenomenology and transnational literacy might be incompatible if this 
analysis remained at the level of identitarianism. However, the goal of this inquiry was to 
disaggregate the experiences of transnationalism within what we might understand as an 
identifiable category (second-generation Indian American teacher), rather than an 
identity, and to amplify the phenomenon of transnational consciousness as it is 




to that concern. This commitment also guided the presentation of findings, where I did 
not aggregate the findings under an identitarian umbrella. Additionally, acknowledging 
my own meaning-making and criticality of the researcher made this a hermeneutical 
(rather than transcendental) phenomenology, particularly around issues of globalization, 
capitalism, U.S. imperialism, self-critique of the Academy, and disrupting nation-state 
bound analytical frameworks. (I have elaborated further on this in the researcher 
positionality section of this chapter.)  
 
Implications from Pilot Study on Current Study 
 
 
Two pilot studies helped inform the design of the current study. The first was 
simple—a pair of individual interviews I conducted in the spring of 2017 with two 
student teachers—one whose parents had immigrated from East Asia, the other whose 
parents had immigrated from Southeast Asia.  The second, a more formal, IRB-approved 
pilot study, was a yearlong inquiry I conducted during the 2017—18 academic year into 
the experiences of four self-identified second-generation Asian American emergent 
teachers. In both studies, I was a teaching assistant in the participants’ student teaching 
seminar, and so I saw and interacted with them on a weekly basis. In both studies, 
participants were generous in sharing their perspectives, and there was sufficient data to 
indicate that pursuing a deeper inquiry into what I have described as the transnational 
consciousness of second-generation immigrant teachers.  
The clearest learning point from the interview study was that the emergent 
teachers were influenced by their experiences as second-generation immigrants in school 




understood how to engage with these experiences (as capacities or lenses), or 
incorporated them into their identity and stances as educators, other than under the larger 
umbrella of identifying themselves and students as “minority” or “marginalized,” and 
committing themselves to reaching similarly-categorized students. This echoes the 
experiences of the teachers in Philip’s study (2014), who expressed that their Asian 
American identities and positionalities were not incorporated with any great depth as a 
part of their teacher education. It is possible that there are unrecognized and unexplored 
knowledges that emerge from the experiences of second-generation immigrant teachers 
that are, thus, unexpressed and un-manifested in their classrooms and their school 
communities. Participants understood the immigrant experience, of dualities, of code 
switching, of multiple cultural axes, and a variety of other second-generation-specific 
knowledges, but these were unrecognized in their teacher education programs as 
specifically relevant to teaching. 
There were three key takeaways from the large pilot study. One, there was a 
powerful process of building new meanings and identities together, dynamic one that are 
different than what exists, harkening the transnational call for solidarity in concert with 
plurality. The participants yearned and advocated for their humanity and their heritage to 
be acknowledged. A third finding was a kind of sphere, generations pushing against each 
other, parents holding on to dreams for their children, navigating within existing, adopted 
paradigms, reaching for their new countries, while their children seek to create and 
inhabit alternative paradigms that, perhaps, reach back to the “old” countries.  
There were also significant methodological implications from this study upon the 




generating deep and nuanced conversation, much more so than the individual interviews. 
Relationship-building as a group was important, especially because this group didn’t have 
a lot of institutionally sanctioned spaces in their development as emergent teachers. Two, 
this study made it clear that disaggregating subsets would be highly generative. One of 
the goals of that study was to disaggregate Asian American narratives, which came across 
clearly throughout the year. I found that even with the Indian American participant, there 
were foundational differences between our identities and experiences, including religion, 
language, region, and immigration trajectories of our parents; I found my own awareness 
shifting, which made me reflect deeply on my own lack of intragroup dialogue as an 
Indian American teacher. This made it clear that working within the framing of Indian 
American would allow the space to open up more layers of nuance and generate more 
sophisticated understandings. Although there were only three focus groups during the 
year, participants articulated the ways in which the experience had inspired self-reflection 
and shifting their ways of thinking. Finally, when I asked participants to bring in media 
or we discussed commonly-known media—social, entertainment, news, artifacts, 
curriculum—the conversation opened up in new and more nuanced ways, making it clear 
that media would be instrumental to the process of community building and meaning 
making in this study.  
There were also several limitations to the pilot studies that inform the design of 
this study. One, for both studies, I was an instructor for the participants. Although the 
studies met IRB approval, and we made sure they knew that I would have no influence 
over their grades for the year, I was still in a position of power because of my role. 




conversation—which privileged a certain kind of expressive style; the large pilot study 
was only minimally multimodal. Finally, all the participants were students in the same 
teacher education program, which may have made the data reflect more about the specific 
program and less generalizable about teacher education.  Four modifications to the design 
of this study emerge from reflecting on those limitations. One, participants will not be my 
students. Two, the study will incorporate multiple ways (e.g. modes, tempos, spaces) for 
participants to communicate. The study will allow more regular, self-prompted 
opportunities for participants to engage with each other and communicate expressively, 
reflexively, individually, and socially. And, the participants will represent multiple 
teacher education programs; while the goal of the study is not meant to surface 
generalizable findings about teacher education, they are also not meant to be evaluative 





The participants in this study were second-generation Indian American educators 
living and teaching in New York City, home to over 3 million immigrants (Mayor’s 
Office of Immigrant Affairs, 2018) and around 220,000 Indian Americans (United States 
Census Bureau, 2020) with 62% of them living in Queens (Asian American Federation, 
2019). New York City is a rich and vibrant port city where both immigrants and 
immigration are inextricably linked to schools and teaching. This context engendered an 
inherent relevance for this study. Geographic proximity offered the hope of assembling in 
person with relative ease, although that turned out to be more difficult than anticipated. 




their particular teaching placements (grade and/or subject) rendered that somewhat moot. 
One of my hopes had been that participation in this study nurtured a runway for a 
community of practitioners (Lave & Wenger, 1991) that would outlast the duration of the 
study, particularly because the geographic proximity of the participants would better 
support this possibility. Unfortunately, a global pandemic and the resulting lockdown 
interrupted the possibility of meeting in person just as the last exit interview took place. 
While there have been sporadic messages on the WhatsApp group, this seems to have 
petered out over the summer months.  
As mentioned earlier, two of the participants graduated from university-based 
teacher education programs, one graduated from an urban residential fellowship, and the 
fourth started an urban residential fellowship but transitioned to a private charter school 
system with its own in-service training.  None of these programs served as official sites 
of this research. Participants were asked to reflect upon their teacher education 
experiences as they related to their identities and conceptualizations about teaching and 
learning to teach. As critical analysis of the Academy is central to transnational literacy, 
participants’ experiences of teacher preparation programs were of central interest of this 
study.  More specific details about participants will follow later in this chapter.  
 
Indian Americans in New York City 
 
 
There have been three waves of Indian immigration to the United States. The first 
wave was during the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, when 
thousands of Sikh Indians from Punjab, in the northwestern region of India, migrated to 




Insights, 2017). The second wave of immigration from the subcontinent was prompted by 
1965 Hart-Cellar Act, which lifted quotas for non-European immigrants and focused 
specifically on attracting highly skilled scientists, engineers, and doctors (Chishti, 
Hipsman, & Ball, 2015). The third, and current, wave of India-U.S. immigration began in 
the mid—1990s; this was prompted by U.S. concerns about an impending Y2K crash; 
about two-thirds of India-born Americans have arrived during this wave (Chazen Global 
Insights, 2017). As of 2015, there were 2.4 million Indian immigrants living in the United 
States (Zong & Batalova, 2017). This makes Indian Americans the second largest 
immigrant diaspora in the country, after Mexican Americans. One-third of these Indian 
Americans live in the greater New York, Chicago, San Jose, and San Francisco areas.  
Because of the educational and professional filters administered during the second 
and third waves, many of those immigrants and their descendants have higher educational 
degrees (Joshi, 2006b) and higher paying professions than the national average. In 2015, 
77% of Indian adults in the United States had at least a bachelor’s degree, compared to 
29% of all immigrants and 31% of native-born adults (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Nearly 
three-fourths of Indian immigrants are employed in management, business, science, and 
arts occupations, (compared to the overall foreign- and native-born populations, at 31% 
and 38%, respectively) and had an average household income of $107,000 in 2015.  
Disaggregated demographics at a local level, however, look different. In New York City, 
home to the greatest number of Indian Americans in any U.S. metropolitan area, only 
45% of adults hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, and the median household income is 
just under $70,000. These statistics are still higher than the general city averages, 




born, and 22.3% of New York City’s Indian children live in poverty (Asian American 
Federation, 2019). 
The rich and complex histories of immigrants and the obvious diversity within 
and between diasporas made New York City a compelling and relevant site to explore the 
transnational consciousness of second-generation Indian American educators. It afforded 
greater possibility in finding a diverse group of participants, which supported the 
disaggregation of Indian American experiences. The city and its classrooms hold the 
nuances, complexities and enormous variety of immigrant experiences. Immigration is 
not just a concept here, it is a vibrant part of the lived experience of being a New Yorker. 
This made for a site that naturally embraced transnational feminist praxis, moving away 
from binaries such as academy/community, asking questions that were location-specific 
but not necessarily location bound. It also allowed for a study that was not designed 
solely for the purpose of furthering elite academic discussion, but to engender lasting 
community dialogue, knowledge production, and transformation (Swarr & Nagar, 2010).  
 
Participation and Recruitment  
 
 
 I sought to recruit second-generation Indian American educators who were 
teaching in K—12 classrooms in New York City. I hoped that this context would be 
conducive to recruiting a diverse cohort of participants. I was open to participants who 
taught in public and/or private schools, as it was their interpretation of their teaching 
experiences that was central to this study, and not the category of the school. I also hoped 
to recruit teachers who represented a range of experience from novice teachers (in their 




allow for a range of teaching experiences, as well as ensure that participants’ experiences 
of graduate school weren’t too far removed from personal memory or from contemporary 
contexts and issues of immigration, including the geopolitical and socio-cultural fallout 
of 9/11 on Indian Americans.  This purposeful sampling (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) was 
necessary as the inquiry was directly related to transnational experiences of education, 
teacher education and teaching. In the next section, I will outline selection criteria I used 
that reflected these considerations.  
 
Selection Criteria 
Participants for the study met the following selection criteria:  
1. Second-generation Indian American educators who spent the majority of their 
childhoods in the United States with at least one parent who grew up in India and 
immigrated to the U.S. This was based on the definition of second-generation 
immigrant from the first chapter.  
2. Teachers who have been teaching in New York schools for 2 to 15 years and who 
were getting their degrees in education during or after 2001. Participants were, at 
the very least, in their second year of practice. Because the study was scheduled to 
begin during the fall semester, they needed at least one year of independent 
teacher practice upon which to reflect and report. Participants were also required 
to hold degrees in education because the inquiry incorporated participants’ 
experiences of formal teacher education as the theoretical frame of the study 
interrogated the Academy. As indicated in the previous section, the terrorist 
attacks of 9/11/01 demarcated a shift in geopolitics, U.S. immigration policy, and 




experience of second-generation Indian Americans (Joshi, 2006b) in the Academy 
and in the United States in ways that are germane to this study.  
3. Teachers who self-identified as having an equity or social justice stance in their 
teaching. Recruitment material included language that reflected a framework for 
equity pedagogy or teaching for social justice as articulated in the second chapter. 
Participants identified that this aligned with their stance. These ideas were 
revisited and co-examined throughout the study.  
4. They agreed to participate in an online group. Participants were comfortable and 
willing to engage in the online group.  
This inquiry was grounded in theoretical frameworks that are concerned with 
issues of globalization, transnationalism, epistemic violence, and a methodological 
framework that centered individuals’ experiences of the phenomenon of transnationalism. 
As such, I hoped to find participants who represented a diversity of religions and regional 
languages groups, as the conflation of religion and language under Indian American 
ethnicity obscures epistemic plurality (Joshi, 2006a). Although identity and demographic 
markers such as gender, sexuality, ability, and citizenship were certainly germane to 
critical discourse about transnational experiences, and emerged through the study, they 
were not necessary as restrictive criteria for participation in the study.  
 
Gaining Access and Finding Participants 
Because there is a such small number of Indian American educators, and they are 
most often consumed within the larger, aggregate category of Asian or Asian American, 
it was difficult to find formal statistics or information about this group. Therefore, I 




participants. As a lifelong New Yorker, I was personally familiar with several Indian 
American cultural organizations, institutions, and networks that might support 
recruitment and community building among my participants. I also received my Master’s 
degree in elementary education from a graduate school in New York, am a New York 
State certified teacher, and taught in elementary school classrooms in New York. This 
facilitated using personal and professional networks to gain access to and recruit 
participants.  Towards this end, I created a flyer, which included a link to a longer FAQ 
document on Google Drive (see Appendix A) that included IRB-approved language. By 
now it was early July. I circulated the flyer: on my personal Facebook wall, tagging 
educator friends; in a private desi American teachers Facebook group, which I joined for 
this purpose; and in a general South Asian American women’s group.  My first 
participant, Bhavāni, responded within a few days, stating that she didn’t use social 
media very frequently, but that one of her friends had shared the flyer with her from the 
South Asian American women’s group. The second participant, Neerajā, also saw the 
flyer in that same Facebook group and emailed me in mid-August.  This initial buzz was 
followed by a dismaying lull, so I emailed the flyer, along with personal messages, to a 
handful of teacher educator colleagues and friends. Satyā with me in mid-September. I 
was still hoping for one more participant when I went to visit my dissertation sponsor. As 
I stepped out of her office, I ran into a doctoral friend; we caught up with each other’s 
lives, sharing where we were in our dissertation processes, when she suddenly exclaimed 
that she had the perfect potential participant for me and immediately connected us via 




After each participant expressed interest in the study, I scheduled a phone call to 
explain the details and answer any questions they might have. Each participant expressed 
interest in not only participating, but also that even if they were not chosen to participate, 
that they were interested in the research, as there was so little literature available. In 
addition, they all shared that there were so few Indian American teachers that they were 
delighted to have the opportunity to engage with others. From the beginning of our first 
phone call through the end of the study, I made sure to express my gratitude for their 
generosity in sharing their time, their stories, and their experiences. I knew that these first 
phone conversations would set a tone for the dynamic we would share as a dyad as well 
as in the whole group; building a friendly collegial relationship was, therefore, as 
important during this call as was conveying the important details of participation and 
ensuring we were following the protocols for active, freely given consent.   
 
Participant Profiles 




Table 1.  
 
Participant’s Personal Information 
 
 Bhavāni Neerajā Satyā Ādityā 
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Table 2.  
 
Participants’ Educational and Professional Information 
 
 Bhavāni  Neerajā  Satyā  Ādityā  
K—12 
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Data collection reflected the theoretical frameworks of transnationalism that 
inform this study, as well as learnings from the related studies articulated in Chapter 2 
and from the pilot studies described earlier in this chapter. More specifically, rather than 
centering identities, the approach towards data collection centered geopolitical contexts 
and conjunctures (e.g. immigration policy and patterns, educational institutions, 
curriculum) and the ways in which participants understood and made meaning out of how 
their identities were mobilized and classified in order to serve globalizing agendas 
(Detweiler, 2016; Spivak, 2016). Data was grounded in the local, but connected to 
transnational processes (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997).  At the same time, transnational 
feminist praxis calls for solidarity across shared commitments (Mohanty, 2003, 2013), 
dissolving constructed dichotomies that polarize the Academy and the Community, and 
center community building and transformation, rather than just elitist academic discourse 
and scholarship, as a resonant note of research endeavors (Swarr & Nagar, 2010). 
Towards this end, community building was a central commitment during this study, and 
sporadically visited after the study had finished.  
Data collection took place over a seven-month period, from July 2019 to February 
2020. Data collected included: interview transcripts; researcher memos recorded before 
and after participant dinners; a researcher journal; artifacts from the online platform, 






Table 3.  
Collected Data  
Activity Definition Frequency/ Timing Duration 
Participant 
interviews 
Semi-structured interviews that took 
place at participants’ location of 
choice; interviews were audio 
recorded and transcribed. 
2 each 8 hours total 
Dinner 
meetings 
Dinner at Indian restaurants of the 
participants’ choice. (I covered their 
meals.) Satyā attended the first one; 
Satyā, Neerajā, and Ādityā attended 
the second one; Bhavāni and Ādityā 
attended the third. 
3 6 hours total 
Online 
group 
The participants opted for us to form a 
WhatsApp group, where we 
exchanged media and information 
(sometimes prompted, sometimes 
spontaneous) and made plans. There 
were a few brief discussions that took 
place, and a handful of times that a 
participant tried to prompt a 









methodological, and analytic notes ongoing 20 entries 
Media 
artifacts 
Articles, books, music, movies/tv 
shows (that were shared either through 
links on the WhatsApp group) or 
mentioned during dinners or 
interviews 






I conducted one-on-one interviews with participants at the very beginning of the 
study. As the longest point of contact after the recruitment process, it was important that I 
used the initial interview to build trust, ease and collegiality with each participant. This 
connection supported the fruitfulness of the next stages in the inquiry and the potential 
for these research components to enrich the experiences of the participants and build a 
community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). I also conducted one-on-one exit 
interviews at the end of the study. The exit interview also served as a conversation to help 
transition our relationships into their post-study iteration. In fact, all four participants 
indicated that they wanted to keep in touch with me, sharing information and ideas, at the 
end of each of their exit interviews.  
Interviews are the central method of data collection in phenomenological studies 
(Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004; Laverty, 2017), as this methodology centers how 
participants articulate their meaning-making. These interviews can be unstructured or 
semi-structured, as the researcher is meant to bracket her perspective (Groenewald, 2004) 
and be guided by the participant’s feelings and ideas about the theme. The interviews in 
this study were semi-structured. The initial interview offered me the first glimpse into my 
participants’ thoughts, beliefs, perceptions, and feelings, as well as rich insight into how 
they narrativize their experiences in conversation. The exit interview provided us an 
opportunity to revisit conversations that had emerged over the seven months, to reflect 
upon their experiences during the study, for me to follow up on conversations or 




some other aspects of their own experiences as a deeper relationship had been 
established. (A list of interview questions can be found in Appendix B).  
Similar to prior experiences I had within different professional Indian American 
communities, there was a degree of belongingness that came from sharing related 
identities that seemed to support the free flow of conversation and an eagerness to 
connect and share. This was, in no small measure, because they shared that they are not 
often asked about their specific experiences, nor are their experiences, identities, or 
perspectives often centered in discourses at the intersections of immigration, education, 
transnationalism, and social justice.  
 
WhatsApp Group 
Embedded in the study was the formation of an online, closed network space. In 
my proposal, I had hoped that this space would be created after we had met in person as a 
group. However, due to the later-than-planned recruitment of the last two participants, 
public school holidays, and personal obligations, potential meeting times kept getting 
pushed. Thus, the online group was where we first all came together. My fifteen-year old 
son recently challenged my assumption that virtual spaces are any less real life than in 
person encounters, and I am mindful of the ways in which that framing diminishes or 
reduces the significance or social impact of online interactions (Baym, 2019; Jordan, 
2009). My own experience in forming real, significant friendships with people that I 
might not have met in real life (or met as easily), and affordances of online space (i.e. 
ease and frequency of communication) allows for relationship-building, familiarity, joy, 
comfort, guidance, and even creative endeavors within a community of practice to be 




also be discouraging, frustrating, upsetting, and infuriating. All of these things are felt 
even after I am done being on my device. (This has become even more significant and 
obvious during the current pandemic.)  
The parameters for the platform were that it would be a) customizable to this 
group, b) easy for participants to share artifacts that reflect and express their experiences 
of the research questions, c) amenable to discussions. d) agreeable to the participants. 
Early on, Bhavāni had shared that while she didn’t have a social media presence, she did 
use WhatsApp frequently “like most desis.” When I shared this suggestion with the other 
participants, they immediately agreed. The purpose of this space was multifold: in 
creating an easy-access space for engagement, I hoped to nurture a dynamic community 
of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), where critical epistemic friendships (Nguyen et al., 
2016) helped individuals and the group share and build their ideas and consciousness. 
Teacher dialogue within communities of color generates new nuances and depths of 
learning and understanding (Kohli, 2012). Asian American teachers, in particular, don’t 
have much of an opportunity to engage in deep discourse and reflection about the impact 
and role of being Asian American in social justice-oriented educational spaces (Philip, 
2014), and online network spaces are “crucial sites that are remediating the category of 
‘desi’ in contemporary times” (Mallapragada, 2014, p. 669). Additionally, I felt that this 
space would allow for participants to drive conversations at their own tempo and in their 
own directions and I hoped that this space would outlive the study as a supportive space 
of growth for participants. In setting up the WhatsApp group, I informed the participants 




group chat, their anonymity would continue to be preserved. I will discuss the findings 
from the WhatsApp group in the final chapter.  
 
Group Dinners 
During the larger pilot study, I discovered that focus group conversations took on 
additional dimensions of reflection and connection when the conversation was mediated 
through a shared artifact, rather than originating from individual experiences, feelings or 
opinions, which were not always as available or tangible to everyone else. Because the 
WhatsApp group came into being in late October and our first dinner was not until early 
December, we had already shared and encountered several pieces of media that served as 
artifacts. In addition, the restaurant and dining experience, itself, became a kind of 
mediating tool, even when we were choosing where to meet. Bhavāni and Satyā were 
both self-pronounced foodies, and conversed back and forth on WhatsApp about which 
Indian restaurant to choose.  
Because print literacy is overwhelmingly privileged by the Academy (Spivak, 
1988), centering other modes of expression and representation is disruptive. Additionally, 
Indian Americans are a visible minority descended from indigenous societies with oral 
traditions who were colonized not only through military and economic means, but by the 
literal over-writing of their histories and epistemologies by English and German scholars 
(Adluri & Bagchee, 2015). Engaging in discourse mediated through artifacts, particularly 
in spaces and setting designed to highlight something about India, allowed for 
participants’ experiences, feelings, and beliefs to emerge in new, non-dominant ways, 
and it opened up the possibility of honoring the dialogical, semiotic-mediated oralities of 




Three group dinners at Indian restaurants were planned and took place during the 
course of the study. The first one, in late November, was meant to be attended by all four 
participants; two of them had to cancel the day prior, and the remaining two decided to 
attend. In the last minute, one of the remaining two fell ill, leaving Satyā, who shared that 
she would love to meet me for a one-on-one dinner, as she had been eagerly awaiting 
both the restaurant (which was on her bucket list) and getting to speak with me again. 
The second dinner, in early December, was attended by Satyā, Ādityā, Neerajā, and 
myself. The third dinner took place in late January; Bhavāni and Ādityā joined me at 
another Indian restaurant, which Satyā had chosen; unfortunately, she fell ill and headed 
home early from school that day.    
 
Reflective Journal 
During the course of the study, I recorded four types of researcher notes: (1) 
observational notes about what I noticed during interviews, after our dinners, and from 
the online group, including what I noticed about my own reactions and responses to 
participants ; (2) theoretical notes that reflected how I was making meaning of what is 
happening in the study; (3) methodological notes, that reminded me what I did and what I 
wished to do differently, and (4) analytic memos, which served as regular summaries or 
progress reports, (Groenewald, 2004, pp. 48—49). Collectively, I refer to this as my 
reflective journal, which was dated and coded.  The purpose of this journal was to help 
me hold my interpretations, thoughts, and feelings; to give me a space to be a reflexive 
researcher; to support the ongoing analysis of a flood of data; to capture what might be 







In line with the methodological and theoretical frameworks of this study, data was 
organized by participant as it was collected (see Table 4 for an example). I captured, 
dated, bucketed and coded/annotated the data in Google Docs and Sheets, organized in a 
system of Google Folders. Interviews were recorded, with the active consent of the 
participants, and were transcribed and stored in the same Google Folder system to which 





Data sorting and preliminary analysis happened somewhat iteratively and 
recursively, as I needed to understand the data, to some degree, in order to organize it. 
This not only offered me some tentative insights into the data, but also enriched my 
ability to relate to the participants and gently informed my subsequent data collection, 
including WhatsApp communication, dinner conversations, and exit interview questions. 
Upon completing data collection, I engaged in the five stages of phenomenological data 
analysis (Groenewald, 2004): (1) Bracketing and phenomenological reduction; (2) 
Delineating units of meaning; (3) Clustering of units of meaning to form themes; (4) 
Summarizing each piece of data, validating it and where necessary modifying it; (5) 
Extracting general and unique themes from all the data and making a composite 
summary. While coding and bracketing the data served to be useful for understanding my 
data, it ran counter to my commitments as an educator-researcher and to the theoretical 




Table 4.  
Ādityā’s Data.  
 
Date/ 
Time Location Category 
Description/ 









This was probably the best interview—I did 
very little talking and he did a ton. (Is this a 





Futarchy: Vote Values, But Bet Beliefs 
 





Bombay The Hard Way—Guns, Cars, & Sitars 
by Dan The Automator 
 
A’s taste in music is MUCH cooler than mine! 
This kind of fusion music is interesting—it taps 
into that old Bollywood ethos but does 









I’m so excited that he brought up Vijay Iyer—I 
used his music during my proposal hearing! 




OK, so this article is REALLY aggravating me. 
It’s super racist, and the critiques of Gandhi are 
from such a British POV. I don’t know how 
that’s not an issue! I need to ask him about this 
during his exit interview cause it’s irking me! 
But also, nobody is responding in the WA group 
to this, even after I nudged them.  
1/22/20 WhatsApp Media: Music link 
https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/nocturne-
a-studio-recording-by-awaz-trio#/ 




being super cool, I’m excited that he’s sharing 
more stuff in the group, about himself. I wish 
the other folks would be more responsive... 












It’s interesting. As I’m reading the article, I’m 
thinking how this might relate more to 
Neerajā’s students and maybe less to Bhavāni 
and Satyā—and if the big difference in grades 
they teach (B&S vs. A&N) is limiting how 








Response to my prompt on what music to listen 









It was interesting to talk about the Gandhi 
article and Sabarimala. He is definitely a very 
open-minded person, or at least presents that 
way to me, and I was touched that he asked me 
to keep sharing links and things even though the 







M.S. Subbulakshmi, Yesudas 
 
A. had brought up during his intake interview 
that he grew up listening to this music. (I did as 
well.) I listened to it after reviewing the 
transcripts and seeing that part.  
4/12/20 iMessage Media: Music 
Video of Ādityā playing tabla 
 
He sent it to me spontaneously, saying this was 
one of the ways he was coping with being stuck 




authentic that could be captured beyond a rigid analysis. 
I sought, instead, to move through the stages of phenomenological data analysis 
through a process that honored and centered the world-making of my participants. As a 
writer who comes from a cultural tradition of storytelling, I naturally moved towards a 
narrative-style of analysis and presentation. Recognizing that my richest data sources 
were the interview transcripts, I turned to Irving Seidman’s guide, Interviewing as 
Qualitative Research (2013), paying particular attention to the section on transforming 
interview transcripts into participant profiles (pp. 121—127). This was a recursive 
process of labeling transcripts, condensing the significant parts into a shorter version, and 
repeating this process until I felt, intuitively, that the essence remained protected and 
authentically represented. This approach was guided by the wonder of the data (MacLure, 
2013), by the ideas, feelings, and moments that created awe and aha!, for me and for my 
participants.  I listened closely for where the participants were most animated or intense 
in their telling. All of the words, at this point, came from the participants. From here, I 
crafted a narrative for each participant, engaging the participants’ voice as much as 
possible, while weaving in elements from other pieces of data. I considered this to be a 
part of the analytical process as well, as I was making decisions about which information 
to pair and include, even as I was guided by their storytelling. I should note, here, that 
Seidman suggests presenting the participants’ voices in the first person; I chose to write 
the profiles in the third person.  
 
Sensory Sense-Making 
As I sifted and assembled, I played the music that each participant had shared 




playlist for me to listen to while I analyzed their data and wrote their chapter. “Whatever 
you feel reflects you and/or animates the space we’ve held for the past few months. I 
probably won’t be able to get too deep into lyrics (and I don’t speak Hindi!), so it’s more 
about feeling and tone and the way it hits the system viscerally” (Viswanathan, 2020, in 
personal communication). Music opens up imagination and wonder and can weave 
together multiple voices with complexity and dissonance and harmony. As each 
participant talked about music often (during our dinners, on WhatsApp, and during 
interviews), and three of the participants were musicians, as am I, it seemed incomplete 
not to evoke that powerful language as a part of this inquiry. I thought back to Vijay 
Iyer’s dissertation work with embodiment studies (1998) that I had discussed during my 
proposal hearing, how he proposed that the body is involved in thinking, and that the 
perception of rhythm is itself a form of intelligence. I remembered, distinctly, Satyā 
bouncing to the music in the restaurant and Ādityā, the drummer, frequently tapping his 
fingers on the table. Thinking about both Ādityā and Neerajā’s training in Indian classical 
music (and my own), I remembered hearing that the musical notes (swaras) in classical 
Indian music emerged from the sounds of animals and birds. I also recalled that ancient 
Indian texts described the healing and unifying properties of music on both the body and 
the psyche (Sanivarapu, 2015). There was something holistic and enlivening about 
weaving music into my analytical space, not as an object or lens of analysis, but as a way 
of reaching the analyzer non-cognitively and simply leaving it there.  This process 
enlivened transnational notions of plurality, solidarity, agency, hope, affect; “songs take 
center-stage as critical, accessible, engaging, democratic, transformative social research” 




lineage of musicians. Joyful, playful, and spontaneous singing is still a part of my 
relationship with my family; some of my closest friends are ones I’ve sung with for over 
twenty-five years. Music is how I hold and process tension, pain, confusion, and wonder. 
Music is embodied, and music-making and sharing is indigenous and accessible to every 
culture. Music has the capacity to both create and evoke memory (Turnbull, 2016) and 
narrate connections between the personal and the cultural (van der Hoeven, 2018). 
I also infused the text-heavy process with imagery that emerged during the study, 
either from the participants or from the context of the study. When I experimented with 
this kind of analysis during my pilot study, taking up the stories of my participants’ 
parents’ stories of immigration, I found it offered new views and affective insights that 
had previously felt dry and two-dimensional.  Rather than creating fixed assemblages like 
I had with my pilot study, however, I decided to take online tours that reflect how I 
travel, how I am online, and how I remember—slow, intuitive, and dynamic. This was 
also not something I pursued methodically across all the data; such a task would have 
been overwhelming and less intuitively driven, and might have led to “too much” 
context. Instead, I leaned again on what stood out for me, what evoked wonder 
(MacLure, 2013). For instance, to write the descriptions of the restaurants, I looked at 
dozens of photos on their Yelp sites, zooming in and taking video tours if they were 
available, perusing the menus once again, and trying to find where we had been seated. 
As I came across the parts of the transcript that spoke of geographical locations (i.e. 
where their parents immigrated from and where they ended up), I dove into images of 
these cities and towns, going back and forth between India and the United States, since 




2016). While I was visiting Neerajā’s Indian side in Orissa, I looked at YouTube videos 
of Oriya dance and images and articles about Sri Jagganath Temple, which had recently 
been in the news. While I was visiting Ādityā’s transcript, I looked up performances of 
his band, looked at a Mumbai map to remind myself of where his parents’ childhood 
neighborhoods were in relationship to where I had lived in Mumbai, and toured the photo 
gallery of Sabarimala Temple’s official website, since the temple came up during a few 
conversations and Ādityā’s family was from Kerala. What was powerful about this 
imagery was that it opened up the possibility of embedding what was happening in each 
of these stories in broader, international, sociopolitical contexts in simple, immediately 
accessible ways.  This led to a very different kind of “zooming out,” which evoked the 
transnational feminist theoretical framework. The effect of these interactions created a 
kind of internal montage that mixed their expressions with my experiences, breaking up 
the traditional linearity through a remixing of time and space (Hollbrook & Pourchier, 
2014).  This fostered a kind of reflexivity and embodied experience in analysis that 
pushed against the tendency of coding.    
 
Validity and Trustworthiness 
 
 
Since this was a phenomenological and ethnographic study, generalizability was 
not a goal. There were four in-built components to support validity of this study: member 
checks, triangulation of data across multiple data sources, time with participants and data, 
and reflexivity (including but not limited to writing). While multimodality opened up 
possibilities for triangulation, it was also undertaken as a way of opening up further 




possibilities and unfinishedness, and not in determining confirmation of existing theories 
or conclusions, that validity is determined. “The narratives we shape of the participants 
we have interviewed are necessarily limited. Their lives go on; our presentations of them 
are framed and reified” (Seidman, 2013, p. 131). Member checks were incorporated 
throughout the study, as something more than simply methodological integrity. They 
were driven by the questions of and commitments to epistemic relational integrity and 
authentic growth through research. How can I integrate authentic aspects of human 
relationship into my research practice? How can the member check be a gentle and 
compassionate mirror, a part of an iterative process of expression and self-realization 
and growth, and not just a technical move?  How can member checks become a process 
of flowing back and forth (or moving around a sphere), so that words are not end points 
or knots, but entry points; and experiences and ideas shared are not fixed structures but 
sketches in pencil? 
Additionally, adapting from Creswell (2007, pp. 215—216), the criteria for 
validity in this phenomenological study were represented and met through the following 
reflexive researcher questions:  
1. Does the author have a clear “phenomenon” to study that is articulated in a 
concise way? 
2. Does the author use procedures of data analysis in phenomenology? 
3. Does the author convey the overall essence of the experience of the participants? 





4. In the analysis of the transcriptions, were there conclusions other than those 
offered by the researcher that could have been derived? Has the researcher 
identified these alternatives? 
5. Is the author reflexive throughout the study? 
 A clear articulation of the phenomenon—transnational consciousness—was 
initially offered in the first chapter, with additional layers and nuance added through the 
remaining chapters. I took up the procedures of phenomenological data analysis through 
an adjacent approach, as described in this chapter. The participants’ experiences were 
conveyed in dedicated chapters, capturing both the essence of the experiences as well as 
the contexts in which the experiences occurred and were shared. The final chapter offers 
an overview of tentative themes, with possible alternatives suggested. In addition to the 
use of a reflective journal, the study includes interludes, where I reflect upon my own 
thoughts, feelings, and ideas as they relate to the study and the larger geopolitical context 
within which the study took place. Thus, the study meets the formal criteria for validity 
for a phenomenological study, in addition to having transparency and integrity in the 
collecting, storing, analyzing, and presentation of this data.  
Although my intention is not to generalize about immigrants, I do believe that 
individual, particular stories contribute to the larger narratives and collective imaginary 
about immigrants, teachers, and transnational lives. Moreover, it is a commitment of this 
study to disaggregate monolithic narratives about Asian Americans and Indian 
Americans. What is noteworthy is that the four participants fell within a subset of Indian 
American; they were all raised in Hindu homes and continued to practice dharma 




immigration, teaching, and identity are not static but fluid, complex, and varied.  In this 
sense, the validity of the study rests more heavily upon the narrative plentitude (Nguyen, 
2018) offered by the four participants, which is crucial to expand, nuance, and make 
more complex the stories that are told and circulated, particularly about Indian Americans 
and Hindu Americans. All of these considerations are in line with the theoretical and 
methodological framework of the study. Thus, I humbly submit that this study is valid 




I probably started this journey on September 11, 2001, on my fourth day of 
student teaching on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, when the planes hit the towers, 
rancid smoke billowed up Fifth Avenue, and my uncle was lost forever. All of a sudden, 
the internal and external processes of becoming a teacher-activist in New York City was 
jarringly inscribed within a new, unforgiving, perhaps irrevocable definition of being and 
looking South Asian in the United States. I wrote a paper about Islamophobia for class 
the following month, a way to navigate the pain and confusion of locating myself and my 
role and voice within a traumatized context that had dramatically seized control from all 
us.  “Be vigilant,” my mother advised me. I was unsure whether I should be looking out 
for terrorists or that I might be mistaken for one. Just blocks from campus, my childhood 
friend, a mild-mannered Indian American man who was getting his doctorate at the same 
graduate school was severely beaten by a group of young black men on his way to the 
subway for being a towelhead, in plain sight. He’s Hindu, not Sikh or Muslim, so he 




teaching placement every morning, even though I wore a bindi every day, which is a 
Hindu custom. My bindi was glared at. And at the same time, I was a New Yorker, I had 
always been a New Yorker. I just had to figure out how to adapt, like New Yorkers do.  
It is impossible for me to reflect on becoming a teacher without thinking about 
this: the most complicated identity crisis of my life was inextricably linked with U.S. 
foreign policy, but my perspective as a second-generation immigrant from India remained 
outside the gates of what was considered central to social justice teacher education for the 
U.S. classroom. I felt personally cared for by professors, but I had to put my transnational 
awareness to the side to focus on the institutionally-endorsed, domestically inscribed 
analyses.   
During my first year of teaching, on the anniversary of 9/11, I shared with my 
fifth graders a poem that I had written about what it now felt like to be South Asian in 
America. Sumati, a Nepalese American girl, came to me with tears in her eyes and 
whispered, “You don’t know what it means to me that you shared that.” A few months 
later, she wrote a memoir about visiting her grandparents in Nepal, and experiencing a 
beautiful awakening of her complex identities as the sun rose over the Himalayas. That 
same year, during back-to-school night, another student’s guardians refused to enter my 
classroom because of my ethnicity. My principal stood by me the entire night.  In those 
first few years of teaching, when the U.S. began what is now a 19-year war in 
Afghanistan, I was one of two non-white teachers in our entire middle school. Each year, 
South Asian American students were placed in my class. Each time parent-teacher 
conferences rolled around, I sensed both joy and confusion from their parents, who were 




children, bewilderment that I had chosen to become a public-school teacher, an 
atypical—perhaps suspiciously unambitious—choice for the daughter of Indian 
immigrants.  
Years later, during a two-year stint in Bombay, I found myself battling colonizing 
notions of literacy as the first literacy specialist for Teach for India. I explained to my 
Indian supervisor that the American textbook was not culturally relevant, and that 
expecting our students, who were fluent in multiple regional Indian languages, to 
communicate only in English was constructing them as illiterate.  We were soon visited 
by a bevy of white, monolingual English speaking Teach for America staff to support the 
launch. I was not invited back. When I returned back to Teachers College as a doctoral 
student, I became an instructor in the very program from which I had graduated fifteen 
years earlier. I asked the students in my critical multicultural social studies methods class 
to unpack some troubling email threads between parents and teachers about my son’s 
fifth grade immigration play, in which children are told to don poverty wear and use 
charred corks to dirty their faces. I shared with my students what it felt like to drop my 
son at school the morning of the play, seeing the dirtied faces of white children, after 
having shared with their parents how that might feel to the descendants of immigrants 
from the global South.  In the course evaluations, one of my students complained, “Indu 
is very bias [sic] towards her culture. Everything was compared to her culture and how 
they suffered more than other groups. I found her opinions very biased and some of her 
comments really got under my skin because she was not being neutral. As a teacher you 




every opinion and that is something Indu did not do.” The syllabus included not a single 
article or video by an Indian American or Indian person. 
Being an Indian American parent, educator, and now an emergent scholar is, 
indeed, amazing and bewildering. My transnational consciousness has played a role in 
my decisions, thoughts, and awarenesses every step of the way. They are both ephemeral 
and incredibly clear. I am also predisposed to holding space for sangha (community); it is 
where I feel the most joy and wonder, the most connection and growth. In community 
with other Indian Americans, where I articulate my transnational knowing boldly, more 
messily, and more vulnerably, I find my ideas become more nuanced, my awareness 
clearer, and my consciousness expanded and connected. My daily sādhana (spiritual 
practice), including prāṇāyāma (breathwork) and samādhi (meditation), ground me by 
honoring my entire system and giving me a practice of sākṣī (being in witness 
consciousness). The awareness I gain from revisiting my experiences, from my 
transnational consciousness, and through sangha frame my commitment to seva (selfless 
service) as a scholar, teacher, teacher educator, and community member. My positionality 
is never going to map onto that of another Indian American educator, but perhaps I am 
located close enough to know what to listen to and where to look.  I must also 
acknowledge my emergent role as a public Hindu American voice, which is informed and 
animated by an increasingly nuanced, decolonial awareness of how India and Hinduism 
are (mis)understood, considered, and (mis)presented in the United States through news, 
entertainment, and social media, in social activism spaces, by the U.S. government, in 
K—12 curriculum, and in academia (on campuses and in the scholarship).  A 




that Hinduism was miscatalogued by our colonizers as a religion, when, in fact, it is a 
complete and complex civilizational blueprint, with its own onto-epistemological (and 
not just theological) frameworks.   
The opportunity to meet and engage with the experiences of other Indian 
American educators was thrilling to me before I even met them. This was not only 
because we are a rare few in the discipline, but because things have really shifted since 
my own first years of teaching. In the past decade or so, Indian American identities have 
moved inside the gates of social justice frameworks, and I am keenly and painfully aware 
of how ignorant and strange the popularly circulated narratives are, how they lean on 
colonial era theories and tropes, and how disorienting and frustrating that phenomenon 
has been for me. I thought that engaging with teachers who were also in the space of 
social justice teaching might give me the chance to really deeply understand how 
differently complicated their experiences might be with all of this, how they were 
navigating it, and possibly how we might, at least in a small way, orient together, even if 
we didn’t see eye-to-eye.  In other words, it felt important for us to have an in-group 
conversation without the public gaze.   (High hopes for a research study!).  I knew that 
while this would even further complicate my conceptualizations of Indian American 
identity, it would also provide language and voices that would add to the very narrow, 
thin and lopsided body of research and theorizing that has been done about us and is 
currently in heavy use.  I was excited to find participants from four different regions of 
India, which I knew would disrupt the monolith even further, and I was also glad that I 




I discovered quickly that my participants were so generous and so immediately 
affable; it seemed that they, too, were eager for the opportunity to talk about things, 
particularly in person. It was, in fact, difficult not to feel immense love for them, and to 
feel something powerful emerge from the little nuggets of transnationalism they shared 
that would immediately explode in my mind into a multiverse of civilizations and 
epistemologies. It was expansive and heartwarming to spend time with them.  All of 
this—their generosity, their insight, their honesty, the rich, complex wonderings, their 
humor and our shared tears, their committed stance as learners—made the narrative 
presentation of their stories even more crucial. To pull apart themes and present them 
separately seemed so flat and skeletal, compared with the possibility of giving the reader 
a glimpse into the wholeness and embeddedness of each of them.   
 
Presentation of Findings 
 
 
Honoring the Narrative Spirit 
While I did not formally take up narrative inquiry as a methodology, my 
presentation of the findings honors the narrative spirit, in line with Seidman’s (2013) 
approach to presenting interview research. Each chapter embraces the story-within-a-
story format for one participant (Clandinin, 2013, p. 18); their narration of their lives and 
experiences are lovingly framed within my narration of the times and places they shared 
with me. This format recognizes the phenomenon of doing research to contextualize their 
communication of their world-making (Bruner, 2004). The motivation behind this was to 
present stories of and by the participants to suggest their wholeness, complexity, and 




Luwisch, 2006) and that engaging in them narratively—rather than dissecting them 
authoritatively—is more likely to add authentic and original insight to the literature and 
to the profession (Cushing, 2007). By engaging a narrative telling of the data findings, I 
hoped to capture the temporality, sociality, and place (Clandinin, 2013) of the 
phenomena, unfinished, malleable, and existing across the planes of action and 
consciousness (Bruner, 1986). Chapters four through seven each feature a different 
participant, and focuses on the themes that emerged naturally from our interactions and 
their stories. These included: their histories of immigration, navigating their lives as the 
children of immigrants, living as religiously-minoritized Americans, and their views on 
marriage, relationships, teaching, and learning to teach. Each participant chapter ends in a 
mini-discussion of the findings, reflecting upon the main three questions of the study 
relating to immigration, transnational consciousness, and teaching.  
 
Interludes 
Nestled between the chapters are interludes that surface the collaborative 
narrative texture of this research approach (Clandinin, 2013; Schulz et al., 2010). I drew 
inspiration for this reflexive researcher technique from Marjorie Faulstich Orellana’s 
adoption of interludes in Mindful Ethnography (2019). Recognizing the violent 
deployment of ethnography by the Western colonizers on the “non-Western world” (p. 
1)—which I prefer to call indigenous civilizations—Orellano offers that acknowledging 
our thoughts and feelings allows the researcher to engage more compassionately and 
mindfully with participants and data, rather than being driven by impulse or reaction.  As 
a practitioner of transcendental meditation, which emerges from what we now call 




addresses modes of knowing (and predating Bruner’s postulation about the two planes of 
action and consciousness by a few thousand years.).  
   Like two golden birds perched on the selfsame tree, / Intimate friends, the ego 
and the Self / Dwell in the same body. The former eats / The sweet and sour fruits 
of the tree of life / While the latter looks on in detachment. (Easwaran, 1987, p. 
192). 
 
(I feel compelled to notice here that so-called secular Western Buddhism, 
essentially severed from its Eastern roots, has proliferated across disciplines, 
communities, and sectors in the United States, with a particularly unquestioned 
cooptation in school and social justice communities, demonstrating little regard and 
reverence for its indigenous stewards. The lack of authentic, informed stewardship has 
led these attempts at innovation to simply absorb the appearance of mindful practices into 
the dominant, Abrahamic onto-epistemology, causing a great deal of misunderstanding 
and misapplication, followed by backlash.  It brought me peace to see that Orellano 
makes a point of honoring the Dharmic roots, recognizing how coming to understand the 
source onto-epistemology helped her deconstruct these misconceptions. I was also 
grateful for her exploration of the Dharmic concepts of acceptance and non-duality.) 
The interludes I place between the narrative chapters will offer a glimpse into 
conversations I had with participants after the official interviews were over, when they 
were asking me questions about my experiences and thoughts, reflections I made about 
our encounters, conversations I had with myself while remembering and analyzing the 
data in the context of my continuous lived experience after the data collection finished, or 
some combination of both.   
I will follow this with a final chapter weaving together the threads from the 




a collective analysis across participants and in the whole group. This final chapter will 
also address limitations in the research and provide implications for future research in 
teaching and teacher education practices, and on discussions about teacher diversity and 
recruitment. This chapter will be followed by a coda, a brief commentary on the current 
sociopolitical climate, as it relates to the themes of the study and the findings, and 
considerations about how this might impact future research and scholarship.  
 
Institutional Review Board Protecting my participants is of utmost importance to my 
stance as a researcher. This study commenced only upon receiving Institutional Review 




PRELUDE - SĀKSHI  
 
 
In considering the role and contours of transnational consciousness, it was 
important to consider transnational frameworks of identity and culture. Identity and 
culture are central to theories and practices of social justice, inclusion, and diversity, and 
how critical analysis is taken up by the Western Academy, including in (teacher) 
education. There are some very interesting offerings from the literature on transnational 
identity in sociology and migration studies that speak to the interests of this study, 
beginning with the naming, interrogation, and disruption of methodological nationalism 
(MN).  Tracing its lineage across disciplines since World War II, Wimmer and Glick-
Schiller (2002) argue that MN has limited studies of transnational migration from 
incorporating the multinational structures, institutions, and contexts of society and has 
also limited the epistemic field. “The epistemic structures and programmes of mainstream 
social sciences have been closely attached to, and shaped by, the experience of modern 
nation-state formation” (p. 303). Shahjahan and Kezar (2013) discuss the conflation of 
nation-state with society in higher education research, turning the reality of porous 
borders into a conceptual non-porous container within which society and culture are 
studied, particularly in the US, UK, and Australia. This brings us to transnational social 
field theory (Levitt & Schiller, 2004), which draws upon Pierre Bourdieu’s social field 
theory, which embeds individuals as agents within a system of social positions that is 
shaped by power and politics. Levitt and Schiller (2004) move this into a transnational 
space, reformulating the analytical lens for migrants (and their descendants); they embed 
social analysis into multi-layered, multi-sited social fields, rejecting the binary framing of 




Emerging from this is a distinction between ways of being (actions and interactions with 
social groups and institutions) and ways of belonging (those actions and interactions as an 
intentional way of self-identifying). Engaging these concepts, Levitt and Schiller assert 
that transnational ties do not necessarily fade across diasporic generations.  “Global 
media flows and consumerism lead to a new form of consciousness. Social relations and 
social positioning fall out of analysis; the individual and the global intersect” (Levitt & 
Schiller, 2004, p. 1008). And, finally, we arrive at transculturality, which Orellana 
(2017) traces back to Cuban scholar Fernando Ortiz’ 1940 definition of cultural blending. 
Contemporary scholars frame transculturality as an entanglement (Stockhammer, 2012) 
or the clash and tension between cultures within asymmetrical power conditions (Pratt, 
1991). Orellana’s focus is on what “people learn from movement within cultural contact 
zones (Pratt 1991) as they bring different world views together, grapple with their 
differences, and/or ‘translate’ between them” (Orellana, 2017, p. 211). 
Still, despite these attempts to push away from a single dominant axis and 
understand the field as networks and nodes across the planet, I came across signs in the 
literature and in the field indicating that digging beneath culture and identity would be 
generative. One, I saw identity engaged in ways that reified western onto-epistemological 
hegemony, even in the name of localizing transnational analysis in non-Western 
countries. This came up prominently in the ways that the Sabarimala case was discussed 
and understood as a part of a global feminist movement in popular Western media (which 
I discuss in the interlude entitled Adhikārā), namely around constructions of feminism 
and the metaphysical nature of the temple. Two, self-identified transnational people were 




and even onto their histories, and then exporting that back onto the West. A clear 
example of this was Vellanki and Prince’s article on transnational lives and teacher 
education in the United States (2018), which articulated a rejection of MN analysis. 
However, the authors ended up reinforcing MN by examining their experiences of India 
as a standalone unit and then offering that this analysis ought to be integrated into teacher 
education. In other words, the authors did little to examine the experiences within a 
framework of planetary influence and power or through non-Western epistemes of 
identity and culture. Instead, they offered something along the lines of, India has its own 
complications that show up in the United States.  Third, these authors, along with others 
(e.g. Joshi, 2006; Levitt, & Schiller, 2004) took up religion as an identity marker or 
cultural grouping that came from a universalized episteme of religion, rather than as 
distinct onto-epistemologies that determine how personhood, spaces, animals, the earth, 
life, death, and existence are conceptualized and enacted.  As an extension of this, culture 
and identity appeared to be taken up as neutral epistemes in the framing of these analyses, 
without an interrogation of the onto-epistemological origins of either (e.g. Levitt & 
Schiller, 2004; Orellano, 2017). This is significant. “Analytical categories like 
‘civilization,’ ‘culture,’ and ‘identity’ that form the backbone of theories in contemporary 
academic disciplines from the social sciences to the humanities are language—and 
context-specific contingent historical entities and must be studied as such” (Bergeton, 
2019, p. 15). Culture is not a neutral concept; it has a specific onto-epistemological 
lineage that is premised upon cleaving and elevating the social world from the natural 




humans from the animal, ecological, and energetic world, but the colonizer from the 
colonized, the moderns from the ancient (Latour, 1993).  
What I didn’t observe happening in the literature was sufficient interrogation of 
the concept of identity, of the self, or of consciousness that isn’t simply an intellectual or 
embodied awareness, but pertains to our longing to understanding what it means to be or 
how existence is understood. Differences in these beliefs, under the banner of religion, 
was one of the driving forces of colonization. Yet I didn’t find sufficient disruption or 
naming of anthropocentrism or the incorporation—or even recognition—of an ecocentric 
worldview for and about people who held that onto-epistemology. Most often, it is 
framed as a part of culture, still answerable to or in relationship to the anthropocentric, to 
the human world. So, in thinking about the indigenous traditions of this land or any land, 
what does justice mean? Not only is identity malleable and relational, but if the definition 
of existence remains unspoken, then we have already ceded to the onto-epistemology of 
European, Christian philosophy, its resultant Enlightenment reason, and the logic of 
modernity.  In other words, this directly conflicted with my commitment to decoloniality. 
Of course, identities are still important analytical lenses and relevant to the ways 
in which we experience life and through which community, power, and exploitation are 
constructed and enacted.  My suggestion of transnational consciousness is not to replace 
or quiet those discussions, but to add to them. Consciousness is aware even as identity is 
playing out.  Consciousness can lead us beneath identity to the onto-epistemology that 
frames and situates identity. Of course, any framework or tool can easily be absorbed into 
the same hegemonic discourse, but the purpose or intention behind transnational 




multiplex of philosophies that sit beneath. This is particularly relevant when taking up the 
experiences and perspectives of transnational people from post-colonial nations 
navigating dominant discourse.  
This came up repeatedly during the course of the study, and profoundly so during 
our December dinner when we discussed a rape case in Hyderabad that was in the news. 
How could a land where Goddesses are revered have a society that treated women like 
this, Neerajā asked, almost immediately after the horrifying details of the case were 
shared. We talked about the difference between the goddess as an archetype, which is the 
very Western rendering of Hinduism. We talked about the orientalist caricature of the 
submissive, soft, demure Hindu woman in contrast with the multitude of goddesses as 
different energies and principles within which we exist. We talked about what would 
have happened over the course of a thousand years of attack and colonization by one 
male god religions, what might have evolved culturally in order to protect women, how 
those coping mechanisms might be distorted over time, how those distortions are 
currently read, and what this meant moving forward to address issues of transgenerational 
trauma in contemporary Indian society, violence towards women in the world, and the 
silencing of the feminine divine.  
The more I sat with the narratives of my participants in concert with my own, the 
more I sat with the tensions and absences I felt in the discourse and literature on 
immigration, on culture, on encounters between the colonial, post-colonial, and 
colonizing, the more apparent it became that consciousness could serve as a window into 
onto-epistemology. Which is also not to say that transnational consciousness ought to 




present in first-generation immigrants from post-colonial nations. Like the two birds from 
the Munduka Upanishad, transnational experience and transnational consciousness are 
the observed and the observer, shifting with information, assumptions, and context, but 
also observing the information, assumptions, and context when we put attention on it and 








Chapter IV - BHAVĀNI 
 
  
(Music: Faded, by Alan Walker,  Feel the Love, by Kids See Ghosts)   
It was a blisteringly frigid January evening, the kind of cold that made for watery 
eyes and rosy cheeks and scurrying along grey sidewalks towards warm and cozy 
destinations. Bhavāni, Ādityā, and I were meeting at a trendy Indian restaurant in 
Gramercy Park. The space was imbued with that old Bombay feel; it was mesmerizing, 
transporting.  The wall alongside the stairs was covered with framed sepia photographs of 
scenes from iconic Bollywood movies and cricket matches from the mid-twentieth 
century.  The thick paper napkins on each table were imprinted with the front page of The 
Times of India from August 15, 1947, India’s Independence Day. In addition to cleverly-
monikered craft cocktails (“Bombay Peacock,” “Hot Like Kohli,” “Ayurvedic Jackass”), 
the bar served up copper tea pots of steaming, spicy-sweet chai and classic, potent Indian 
soft drinks like Limca and Thumbs Up.  
It was the first time that Bhavāni was meeting another participant in person. 
Bhavāni was thirty minutes late (“true desi style” was how she described her sense of 
time in a previous WhatsApp conversation), suddenly appearing through the thick 
curtains at the entrance, bundled in her puffy, white winter coat. We nestled into our 
worn aquamarine velvet-lined booth at the back of the restaurant. Bhavāni shared her 
experiences of teaching, of being Indian American, of understanding autistic students, of 
moving through the world as Bhavāni. She shared that she had a practice of visiting 
special education classrooms when she traveled internationally. Ādityā and I perked up; 
we had so many questions! I made a note to ask her more during her exit interview. 




aspects of Bhavāni’s life—worlds and awarenesses colliding in a manner that might be 
considered quintessentially transnational. A few weeks later, Bhavāni and I met at a 
French café on the Upper West Side. I asked her to tell me more.  
 
What Does It Mean to Globalize Teaching? 
 
 
The first time Bhavāni encountered a special education classroom abroad was 
when she was visiting her family in India. Her aunt’s cousin invited her to the special 
education school she runs in Delhi. Visiting Indian schools wasn’t a new experience for 
Bhavāni—when they were younger, her mother used to take her and her sister to Indian 
schools “so we could see the difference in our schools and theirs.” But this time was 
different; she was visiting as a special education professional, with a completely different 
lens. Bhavāni appreciated the experience, which gave her some perspective on resource 
constraints in New York City special education classrooms. “People [in the United 
States] might not realize that [while] there is legitimate underfunding [here]...there’s 
almost no funding at all in other countries.” She was appreciative and aware of how the 
Indian special education teachers managed their classrooms with fewer resources. “I 
think most brown people are just used to having less resources.”  Simultaneously, she 
noticed that the classrooms she visited didn’t seem like special education programs, but 
more like “a place that they were just essentially keeping kids safe and away from the 
general ed. population.” This troubled her.   
While she was working on her Master’s degree, Bhavāni went to see her sister in 
Kenya. She visited special education classrooms and repeatedly found that schools 




make more than a Kenyan teacher, her teacher’s salary was still limited. When she would 
inquire about their special education practices, administrators would often respond by 
asking Bhavāni to conduct Skype workshops for their teachers. They would frequently 
respond by saying “we really don’t know much and we’re just kind of doing our best.”  
Bhavāni was moved by their kindness and commitment to their students, and appreciated 
that they were looking for free or inexpensive resources to support their classrooms. She 
did consider conducting Skype workshops for the Kenyan schools, but upon reflection, 
realized that it would be a full-time commitment. “Doing one workshop with them is not 
giving any justice” to what their schools needed. Bhavāni thought that they needed full 
special education training, which might take years. She discussed it with her mother, who 
agreed that it was full-time work and that she should complete her degree; if she decided 
to shift out of classroom teaching in the future, this would be something to consider.  
Bhavāni wondered if international special education teacher education might play 
a role in her professional future; she was intrigued by the possibility of cross-pollinating 
ideas from special education classrooms around the world. Bhavāni recognized that 
because her ideas emerged from the U.S. context, they sometimes came with a price tag 
that wasn’t always possible outside the United States. In addition, she was disoriented or 
confused by Indian special education teachers she met, recognizing that many of them 
had no background in special education and “just got thrown in there.” She was also 
aware that the cultural space was different and that it manifested in conversational 
language (“they would say ‘not normal’ and would say it around the students”); she 
observed how this unsettled her.  Bhavāni imagined how she might design teacher 




language, disaggregate disability, and shift foundations towards asset-based perspectives. 
At the same time, she recognized the complexity in designing an authentically Indian 
approach, rather than imposing an American one. “It’s so within the culture to not really 
view things the same way that we do [in the U.S.], that I just think that it might be a little 
tough and [I think an Indian approach is] possible...I don’t know what that would be.”    
Bhavāni’s reflections upon her experiences with Indian special education 
classrooms recalled Wang’s (2016) question on what it means to globalize our 
profession. Because her own special education teacher preparation and experiences were 
based in the West, her norms were oriented around Western epistemes about children and 
child development (Massing, 2015). She also pondered questions about teacher education 
for diversity and equity that centered disrupting deficit views (Cochran-Smith et al., 
2015). (This is not to say that she was wrong, only that this is what informed her.) At the 
same time, her reflex was also to see the classrooms and teachers through her 
transnational consciousness, dexterously coupling cultural epistemic plurality (Andreotti, 
2014) with an awareness that the local is embedded within global circuits of power and 
resources (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997). She was, as Spivak suggested (1992), acting as 
an immigrant intellectual who was reading the story (unfolding before her) from the 
advantage of being well-grounded in both (Brydon, 2004).  Bhavāni continuously 
articulated subtle but clear transnational, decolonial analyses about special education in 
other countries. Even as she recognized the need to ground special education models in 
local Indian cultural epistemes (Brydon, 2004), she also expressed a humility and 
confusion that she didn’t know what that meant because she came from a different 




and decentering her own meaning-making in amplifying the voices and experiences of 
the Global South (Swarr & Nagar, 2010). She recognized that her interactions with 
Kenyan educators were embedded within global circuits of money and power within 
which the United States was at a distinct advantage, even if she felt a class disadvantage 
as a U.S. public school teacher. Bhavāni also understood that single workshops would not 
translate into more asset-based views of students with disabilities (Haddix, 2008) or more 
inclusive classrooms (Lambe & Bones, 2007). For all these reasons, Bhavāni hesitated to 
leverage the prestige and expertise she was assigned by her position as an American 
teacher, despite her commitment to special education and the affinity she felt for both 
groups of teachers in India and Kenya. Her commitment to social change did not translate 
into a secular salvation of the community from itself (Popkewitz & Kirchgasler, 2018).  
 
Concepts and Commitments of Teaching 
 
Bhavāni started tutoring when she was in middle school. As a math tutor in eighth 
grade, she realized that she kept gravitating towards the kids with learning disabilities, 
finding that she really enjoyed working with them. She knew, then, that she wanted to be 
a special education teacher. “I always wanted to teach. I knew I wanted to do special ed. 
since I was little.” She applied for a degree in education at a prestigious institution, but 
was still undecided about special education. The school placed a group of their students 
in a dual certification program, and offered her a spot, suggesting that she try it out to see 
if it might be a good fit. She had four placements—two general education and two special 





      I was obsessed. I loved the special needs kids, I loved the classrooms, I just 
loved everything. I was just set. I knew when I was there, I was like this is gonna 
be my life, I’m never finding another career I love so much and I did. I love it. I 
genuinely love going to work.  I really enjoy it. In the summertime I get really sad 
not seeing my kids. ...I’m like really, really grateful to be in their lives, I’m 
grateful for the parents, like they’re awesome. It’s been great. Like I’ve been 
really lucky. 
 
Bhavāni also received two Masters degrees—in social work and educational 
leadership.  She has had access to prestigious universities (as she alluded to earlier). 
During the time of the study, she was a special education Pre-K teacher at a public 
school. 2019—2020 marked her eleventh year of teaching, but only her second year in 
the Department of Education; she taught in independent schools before that. She had 
considered pursuing special education law, since her parents still wanted her to pursue 
law or medicine; her father had even offered to cover the cost of her master’s degree if 
she pursued law. Bhavāni interned at a law firm for a year and discovered that she didn’t 
enjoy the work. She still felt pressure from her family because of their concerns that 
teaching had a lower social status than law. Bhavani received a second master’s degree in 
educational leadership, leaving open the option of becoming a school principal. She 
mused that her parents had still not stopped asking her when she was going to open her 
own school. She was clear that this was not her purpose—that her love was teaching—
and she had spent years reinforcing this with her parents. If she did have another 
trajectory, it would be to do educational policy work. Her parents continued to ask her 
about this. Bhavāni felt like her parents didn’t fully appreciate that this would mean a 
shift from working with kids to working with adults, which she didn’t want to do just yet. 
Bhavāni’s love for her students, their families, and her work was palpable and 




clear that she was happiest while working with children. While she knew that the low 
status of the profession was still a sticking point for her parents, this didn’t dissuade her, 
because she was genuinely happy. “A lot of people probably aren’t happy in their career 
choice and do it for others, and I’m genuinely happy. That’s what should matter.”  
Bhavāni felt pressure from her parents to move towards a profession with higher 
status (Gordon, 2000), although this didn’t shift her certainty about her career choice. She 
felt most compelled and effective in her teaching through the relationships she developed 
with her students and with their families. Teacher-parent-student relationship building is 
often insufficient in early childhood teacher preparation programs (Chu, 2016), despite 
the fact that they are significantly associated with student achievement (Conner & 
McCartney, 2007), self-determination in young children with disabilities (Erwin et al., 
2016), in their working memory (de Wilde et al., 2016). Chu (2016) notes that early 
childhood educators are often the most undervalued, which she measures through low 
compensation and high turnover (p. 265).  
Bhavāni was glad that her Indian Americanness would bring “new experience to 
…work ... and my students.” She described how her teaching placements were frequently 
in schools where nearly all the teachers were white, but only a few of the students were 
white. “I’ve never taught in a school that really has any white kids, so it’s kind of like this 
strange dynamic.” Bhavāni pondered that at least she could offer a “brown face” amongst 
the teachers.  “I look back at my own schooling and I remember we had a lot of white 
teachers and not a lot of white kids and it just creates this strange power dynamic and you 





Bhavāni didn’t remember immigration or immigrants coming up in her teacher 
education at all.  She reflected on growing up as a child of immigrants, and how it gave 
her “a greater understanding of just being seen as Other...our kids are often seen that 
way….and our parents.” She felt that schools were not sufficiently inclusive of parents, 
something that was extremely important to her. “I’ll use my personal phone number to 
text them...because I want them to feel like we’re a family and we’re in this together 
and... they trust me with their child for several hours a day.” She also noted that building 
these family-like connections was easier because the parents in her classroom, who were 
mostly parents of color, felt comfortable that they shared a “different background” (i.e., 
not white) with her.  They had confided in Bhavāni that they struggled to give white 
principals the benefit of the doubt, concerned that they “just won’t understand.” Bhavāni 
empathized with this viewpoint, even as she vouched for her principals’ character and 
approachability. “Most of them are great, but...I think I just bring a different comfort 
level to the classroom.” 
Like the teachers in Phillip’s (2014) study who had no opportunity to discuss and 
unpack their experiences as Asian Americans, the rich knowledge Bhavāni brought with 
her from her transnational experiences were excluded from her teacher preparation 
experiences. Teachers attitudes towards immigrants directly impacts their students’ 
experiences (Doucet, 2017), and Bhavāni expressed an empathy towards immigrant 
children and their parents who are seen as other, based on her own experiences (Brydon, 
2004; Buchanan & Hilburn, 2016; Demulder et al., 2014; Gallo & Link, 2014).  She also 
expressed a desire to disrupt inequity and to support families of color because of their 




and care for including parents of color, perhaps because of her parents’ experiences with 
her schooling and because of her closeness to them.  Adair (2014) found that whiteness 
often manifested as a barrier to effective engagement and relationship building with 
immigrant families in early childhood educational settings.  
Bhavāni also recognized that her students were aware of what she said about 
them, repeatedly articulating that she made a point to never use deficit language around 
her students. “They have Autism, they’re not deaf, they hear us, so I’m really, really 
careful about what I say.” Bhavāni called herself “a stickler” about people showing 
respect for her students, in front of them and in general. She mentioned that she was 
sometimes surprised and dismayed by how her extended family members in the United 
States talked about her students and how they equated her eleven years of work as an 
early childhood special education teacher with babysitting. This was painful for Bhavāni, 
not only because it reduced her work, but because of her deep commitment to advocating 
for the equality of people with special needs and for people in marginalized communities. 
Overwhelmed by this task and frustrated by the disparities, she wondered how she could 
fight segregation in New York City. With tears in her eyes, she told me that she 
sometimes cried in her classroom after her students had gone. She wondered if her work, 
which she loved, was making a real difference. What sustained her was her relationship 
with her students and their parents.  “They’re awesome. I’ve been really blessed.” 
Bhavāni remained close with her former pre-K students and their families, exchanging 
texts messages and photos. “They were my little hearts. I miss them.”  
Bhavāni operated from a commitment to social change (Freire, 1970), entering the 




family, who wanted her to strive for a high-status position (Gordon, 2000).  Hoffman et 
al. (2007) found that special education teachers often experienced compassion fatigue as 
a result of working with students and families whose lives are overstressed by inequitable 
systems, feeling an overwhelming sense of responsibility to be present, and also feeling a 
lack of control.  
 
Parents and Family 
 
 
For her exit interview, Bhavāni made sure that our meeting spot was equidistant. 
“I don’t want you having to travel so much.” She exuded an incredible kindness and 
consideration since our first conversation in July 2019. On my ride up to meet her, I 
found myself spontaneously overwhelmed with feelings of gratitude for my parents’ 
generosity, hard work, and humility. (Perhaps the process of sitting with so many Indian 
parents’ immigration stories triggered something for me.)  Tears were streaming down 
my face as I got off the uptown express train, and I took a moment to compose myself 
before stepping out of the station into the brisk afternoon light. A researcher does not 
show up to an interview drenched in tears of gratitude. Bhavāni entered with a huge 
smile on her face, complimented the blue of my coat, and insisted on buying me a treat. 
“You bought me dinner last time.”  A few minutes into the conversation, she was talking 
about how generous her parents were, wondering if I could relate.  I shared that I had 
been crying on the way up to meet her, and asked her if that had ever happened to her. 
Had she ever sobbed in public about her parents? 
     I totally do!...And sometimes—I don’t know if it happens to you—but it comes 
from the smallest thing that I’m like, who does this? Like what people do this for 





Bhavāni beamed as she described her parents’ generosity and kindness, and that 
she wanted to “give everything back to them” because they had done so much for their 
children. She explained how manifested as a generosity of spirit during disagreements; 
when they had differences of opinion about her career, for instance, she tried to 
remember that she and her sister had the “luxury of self-reflection” whereas her parents 
“were thinking more about survival...and getting through the day-to-day.” When she 
heard her parents making comments that might bother her contemporaries, she tried to 
put herself in their shoes. When they pressured her towards law school during her second 
masters, she described balancing her own sense of independence with a deep gratitude for 
their generosity and their aspirations for her. As immigrant parents, she imagined that 
their framework for success looked different than hers and that they didn’t envision their 
daughter making less money than they did. She appreciated that they were trying their 
best to understand her life choices and were invested in her work. She hypothesized that 
other “brown parents” were not as open-minded as hers.  
The one area of contention between Bhavāni and her parents was that, at thirty-
two, she remained unmarried.  “They think I’m the oldest person to not have a ring on my 
finger.” Her parents had a hard time understanding her perspective—that she wanted to 
get married and have children, but that she would “rather adopt with the right person than 
have a child with the wrong person.” Bhavāni had recently received her foster care 
license; she was ready to move forward when she was sure her boyfriend was the right 
person. But her parents would have rather seen her go “the traditional route.” They even 
set her up on some “arranged-marriage dates.”  She was not sure if they used shaadi.com 




Indian dudes” because they wanted to arrange her marriage. She went along with it, 
because she wanted to make them happy, but observed that the men she met were 
probably just as uninterested in her, since their worldviews were so different. Arranged 
marriages were a cultural norm that she found difficult for non-Indians to understand well 
and one that she had to explain frequently.  Bhavāni’s parents had an arranged marriage, 
as did almost every one of their siblings. “And I have like a million aunts and uncles. A 
huge family.” While the arranged marriages of her parents’ generation might have looked 
different, Bhavāni felt that an evergreen element was “that full trust in the fact that your 
parents will know what's best for you...that feeling that your parents really have your best 
interests [at heart].” Bhavāni described contemporary arranged marriage as a combination 
of love and commitment. She noticed that some of her family members dismissed the 
idea of love as foundational to marriage, which made her sad. “But, it's also that's just 
their experience of that.” 
Jaiswal (2015) notes that 80% of countries outside the Western sphere practice 
some form of arranged marriage, yet the preponderance of research on marriage is about 
Western courtship and marriage norms. Additionally, the universally normed 
psychosocial metrics regarding marriage are based on these Western norms, despite the 
fact that “the distinction between individualist and collectivistic societies represents 
important cultural differences, including differences in marriage practices” (p. 5). Jaiswal 
also notes shifts in contemporary Asian marriage practices, which have historically been 
more collectivist and have become more individualistic through globalization. Bhavāni’s 
frustrations with explaining what arranged marriage looks like “in 2020” reflect, perhaps, 




oppressive. Her negotiation between the marital norms of collectivist society (e.g. 
commitment) and individualist society (e.g. love), and how you can “have both,” in 
addition to her observations about how members of each society seem to have difficulty 
with the others’ norms, reflects her meta-awareness and her appreciation across norms.  
Unlike the topic of marriage, Bhavāni and her parents were politically in sync. 
She was very grateful that her parents were very liberal, and that they could openly 
discuss race, and Trump, and systemic oppression in the United States. She was 
particularly grateful for her father’s perspective because she was aware that other first-
generation Indian immigrants were more politically conservative. Bhavāni’s father was 
committed to getting “the Republican machinery out of there,” pushing for universal 
healthcare, and systemically uplifting marginalized people. She attributed this to the fact 
that he “is just hard-wired to be the most generous person.”  Bhavāni’s father was one of 
thirteen siblings. “He’s that person that his family always calls for advice or for help. He 
will like drive in the middle of the night across the country if he has to help someone.” 
She described her mother as equally generous and kind, and attributed her parents’ liberal 
politics to these qualities. “Maybe I’m biased, but they really are good people. I think 
that’s where it comes from.” Bhavāni described her maternal grandfather, a lawyer, as 
educated, open-minded, and progressive. Instead of pressuring her mother to get married 
at a young age, he told her to take her time and find the right partner. “They were really 
ahead of their time!” When her aunt was unhappy in her marriage, her grandfather 
encouraged her to get a divorce. “I’m like, what grandfather—brown grandfather—does 
that?” Coming from these family backgrounds, Bhavāni was not surprised that her 




She and her sister were taught by her parents to have “respect for Black people in 
our country because had it not been for the Civil Rights Movement that they started, we 
wouldn’t have been here the way that we are here.” She had assumed that “all desi people 
think” this way, and realized, as she got older, that this wasn’t the case. It “would surprise 
me because I was like, You’re brown, too! Why are you looking down on other people? 
So, I guess I kind of was like, oh! This is something that people really do go through with 
their families. I hadn’t really thought about it.”  
Bhavāni’s experience with her parents regarding marriage and children, 
particularly their foray into the desi matchmaking site, recall the drive amongst desi 
families for cultural continuity through the family unit (Joshi, 2006a, 2006b). In other 
words, marriage has a larger societal significance that seeks to mitigate the impact of 
cultural epistemic dominance upon diasporas, with families, and not individuals, acting as 
the base unit where home is a site of simultaneity (Levitt & Schiller, 2004). At the same 
time, Bhavāni found that she had little in common with the men she met through the 
dating site, pointing toward the diversity of worldviews amongst desis. Bhavāni observed 
this about her parents’ generation as well; that while her parents were politically 
progressive and were concerned about the lives of the disenfranchised and grateful for the 
ways in which they benefitted from the Civil Rights Movement, their peers did not 
always share the same perspectives. This echoed the Balla’s 2006 study of conversations 
amongst first-generation Indian immigrants from the 1970s and 1980s, which refuted the 
narrative of desis as a monolithic model minority diaspora that was disinterested in 
disrupting the status quo and found that there were as many Indian immigrants who were 




Bhavāni’s recollection of her grandfather’s openness to her aunt’s divorce and to 
her mother finding the right partner, and her recognition of his attitude, surfaced maps of 
coloniality and modernity that apply to both space (immigrants) and time (generations). 
Her statement that her parents’ ideas of equity and right action came from their parents in 
India, and not because they were exposed to these ideas in the United States, subverts the 
premise that immigrants from the Global South to the Global North are moving from 
coloniality to modernity, from regressive, oppressive ideas and outlooks to modern and 
just ones (e.g. Collier, 2013).  She also rejected the perception that arranged marriages 
were a backwards, oppressive tradition, which emerges from the coloniality/modernity 
binary; instead, she found herself explaining it as a different, concurrent model of family 
or society-building that had contemporary expression and relevance and that it was built 
on trust and respect for one’s elders. Bhavāni’s transnational consciousness is powerfully 
grounded in multiple locations, and rejects linear, unidirectional notions of time and 
space (Andreotti, 2014).  
 
Sites of Belonging and Being 
 
 
Bhavāni’s parents immigrated to the United States from India in the 1980s; while 
they were raised in Delhi, both of her parents trace their families back to Uttar Pradesh. 
Uttar Pradesh is the most populated state in India, with 200 million inhabitants; Hindi is 
the main language spoken in Uttar Pradesh. Hinduism is practiced by more than three-
fourths of Uttar Pradesh; Islam is the next largest religious group (Census Organization 
of India, 2011). Uttar Pradesh is home to a number of important historical and religious 




latter was in the news during the course of this study because of a landmark Supreme 
Court case (Shekar, 2019). Bhavani’s parents grew up in Delhi, which borders Uttar 
Pradesh; the city of Delhi is the second-most populated city in India. Bhavāni’s father 
came to Lincoln, Nebraska to pursue his PhD; he went back to India to marry Bhavāni’s 
mother and then they moved to the United States. Bhavani was not certain about the 
specific reason her parents immigrated to the United States. (“I’ve asked and they’re just 
kind of like “We just came.’”)  They first lived in Indiana, but spent the majority of their 
years in Rockland County, New York, which is where Bhavāni and her sister grew up.  
The area that would become Rockland County was originally inhabited by 
Algonquian-speaking Native Americans, including Munsees, or Lenni Lenape (The 
Historical Society of Rockland County, 2020). Rockland County is the closest suburb to 
New York City on the west side of the Hudson River; its southernmost border is fifteen 
miles northwest of the city. It is the smallest New York county by size and the most 
populated. Rockland County has the highest Jewish per capita population of any U.S. 
county. About 30% of the county is allocated to parkland (New York State, 2020).  
Bhavāni described the suburban neighborhood where she grew up as “quiet, super green, 
you know, pretty boring.” She explained that her hometown was “kind of interesting 
because it’s super segregated. It’s like a lot of different pockets of immigrants from 
different places, and where we went to school was a big pocket of Haitian immigrants so 
we mostly just had Haitian friends growing up.” Her family was a religious minority in 
the community; most of the people in her neighborhood and at the public school she 
attended were Christian. “We had Indian friends also but they were mostly from outside 




be friends with, and we were friends with their kids.  I had maybe one or two Indian 
friends through the school but it was mostly just through my parents.”  
Bhavāni described the lack of Indian representation “in tv, media, just in life 
growing up” and how that led to people positioning her within the racial binary as black. 
She rejected this. “I’m like, ‘I’m not, like I have a separate culture’ but it was like, we 
just weren’t that represented so it would be frustrating, you know.”  The public lack of 
exposure to Indian culture—outside of stereotypes—meant that people were even more 
ignorant about it during her childhood than they were later in her life. She found herself 
negotiating other people’s ignorance regularly. “If you said, ‘I’m Indian,’ they’d say, 
like, ‘Red dot or feather?’ I heard that from kids all the time.” (This was a fairly common 
retort through the end of the 20th century.) Bhavāni wanted to fit in with the other kids, 
but there were always discernible differences in appearances and meals. “The way our 
mom would dress us, and do our hair, and even now, I’ll tell her, like “Look at these 
pictures, what were you doing?” and she’s like “I just came to the country! I didn’t 
know!” Bhavāni remembered protesting the lunches her mother sent. “She would give us 
those little aloo (potato) sandwiches, and I’m like, I can’t take this to school, the kids are 
gonna make fun of me.” Her mother started sending bagels “so we wouldn’t complain.”  
Despite the fact Bhavāni grew up in and attended school in a community with 
large pockets of immigrants of color, it is significant to note that the vast majority of 
those immigrants came from post-colonial nations, like Haiti, and were Christian (Joshi, 
2020). Additionally, Bhavāni’s peers retrofitted her into a black-white binary, without 
space for anything else (Joshi, 2006b); she experienced this as an erasure of her culture 




public awareness about her culture and that she felt pressure to answer to the dominant 
norms (Joshi, 2006b, 2020), in direct questions (i.e. about what kind of Indian she was) 
and even in how she presented herself in clothing and hairstyle. The dominating religious 
framework was normed and invisiblized by the more obvious and popular discussion of 
race (Joshi, 2020), privileging a framework of identity (which excluded Bhavāni’s 
authentic identity) and submerging an acknowledgement of epistemology.  
Bhavāni had fond memories of school, particularly of a second-grade teacher with 
whom she went back and student taught. She found that the teacher of her childhood 
(“this young white woman”) was just as impressive when she went back to learn from her 
as an adult. “She just connects with kids really well and is sweet but firm.” She recalled 
one negative experience with her sixth-grade teacher, Ms. Sierra, who was clearly biased 
against students of color, who compromised two-thirds of the class. Ms. Sierra would 
give a free pass to white students who were late on homework assignments, because of 
extracurricular activities, but hold students of color firm to deadlines. A few parents, 
including Bhavāni’s father, spoke with the teacher, who became more conscious of her 
bias. “She was someone I... definitely someone I had a hard time with.”  
Early in their lives, Bhavāni and her older sister spoke only in Hindi, until one 
day, when she was three or four years old, her father decided it was time to switch to 
English. She described him going “on this rampage,” panicking about what would happen 
when his children went to school. (Her father’s English-only epiphany came up during 
both one-on-one interviews.) He was concerned that no one would understand them, and 
from then on, Bhavāni and her sister were only permitted to speak in English, even if they 




and he like hated it.” She laughed as she described this pivot. As a teenager, she realized 
she had lost her Hindu fluency, so she questioned her father’s decision.  But when she 
reflected on it more recently, Bhavāni empathized with her father’s position, an 
immigrant father who made a difficult choice to help his daughters assimilate at school 
when they “look like they’re still in our country!” 
Bhavāni’s and her fellow immigrant students’ experiences with their teacher 
echoed the experiences of other immigrant students. Their predominantly white, middle 
class teachers who did not share a common culture with their students (Goodwin, 2017) 
and with minimal cross-cultural experiences reproduced inequity in their classrooms 
(Genor & Green, 2011), had antagonistic attitudes towards immigrant families (Valdes, 
1998), and privileged compliance over creativity vis-a-vis their immigrant students 
(Blume et al., 2019).  This led a few parents to speak with the teacher, perhaps a part of 
their own particular agentive process as first-generation immigrants. Her father’s concern 
about his daughters’ fluency in English reflected his own complex identity formation 
(Balla, 2006) as a first-generation immigrant, with a specific focus on acculturation and 
language acquisition (Suárez-Orozco, 2017).  
This, however, affected their trips to India, trips that Bhavāni loved as a child and 
continued to enjoy as an adult. “I love my family. I love going to India.” But she also 
found it frustrating, since her family would treat her like she was “just American” and she 
wanted her Indian background to be recognized. This included language, which was a 
particularly sore spot, and prompted Bhavāni to reflect on language learning experiences 
with her Indian cousins. She recognized that her Hindi wasn’t perfect and their English 




system there [in India]”), while she only learned Hindi at home.  Bhavāni was leaving for 
India a few days after her intake interview. She was looking forward to the trip, but also 
expressed some anxiety, particularly when thinking about fielding questions about her 
marital status, her weight, and her skin tone. In fact, her mother had decided to travel 
with her, so that she wouldn’t have to navigate those dynamics on her own. Bhavāni was 
anxious about having to “explain myself to everybody about everything all the time...you 
know, all the things.” While she wasn’t looking forward to explaining herself, she was 
really looking forward to spending time with her family. “It’s important for me to still be 
a part of my roots.” She talked about her future children, and how she wanted them to 
feel connected to their roots, and that she wanted to make sure those connections were in 
place for them. Still, she circled back to her frustration at how she was othered by her 
Indian cousins. “It’s like, just getting treated as if you aren’t Indian at all. You know, it’s 
not my fault my parents immigrated here and I now have two cultures.”  
Bhavāni’s transnational experience of others, and how she was received by others, 
was fluid, nuanced, and highly contextual (Mohanty, 2003, 2013; Robinson, 2020), 
reflecting the cross-contextual processes and relationships (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997) 
that are recognized in transnational feminism praxis and transnational social field theory 
(Levitt & Schiller, 2004). While her father was concerned with her English language 
acquisition in order to assimilate into American schools, she described her Indian cousins 
as having an advantage over her because they learned both Hindi and English at school 
and environmentally. This part of her narrative reverses the gaze onto the host country 
and what it provides for the immigrant, grounded from another vantage point that the 




available to her because her experience of immigration was not unidirectional (Andreotti, 
2014), and her transnational social field kept her connected to her ancestral homeland.  
In exploring the connections between colorism and marriage in Indian American 
society, Jyotsna Vaid (2009) questions the centering of popular, persistent colonial era 
theories about the Hindu origins of color discrimination in contemporary social analysis. 
Setting that aside, she examines the phenomenon of color preferences on desi 
matrimonial dating sites in India and in the United States, noting that the discourse is 
gendered; fair skin appears to be a marker of female beauty that is offered I profiles 
written not only by immigrants but by second-generation Indian Americans. (Although 
she doesn’t interrogate this in her study, one of Vaid’s data samples was of a Bombay-
based woman’s profile (p. 164); she offered “convent-educated” as a way to balance her 
“not fair, not black either” skin. This raises questions about the relationship between 
fairness and Christianity as markers of desirability and refinement as opposed to the 





Bhavāni described her own childhood as “Indian,” something that surprised her 
non-Indian friends when they visited her parent’s home. Her response to this was matter-
of-fact. “Yeah. Of course. I'm a child of immigrants. I'm first-generation. Of course, this 
is what my upbringing was.” She reflected that her parents excelled at keeping her sister 
and her connected to their Indian roots. “We did pujas in the house all the time and we 
had Indian friends and... we went [to India] every couple of years and we would spend 




India, speaking to them in Hindi.  Her parents kept a mandir in the home; her mother 
cooked Indian food every day and taught her daughters how to make it, as well. Bhavāni 
mused that while these things might seem superficial, “it is meaningful when it’s part of 
your culture.” She also appreciated how much skill and effort it took for her parents to 
navigate their own experiences and support their children’s’ while balancing home and 
host cultures.  
Bhavāni’s childhood home was the site of cultural and religious contrast to the 
dominant ones around them (Joshi, 2020), norming what was actively made abnormal in 
school, in the community, and in the media. While school was a site of confusion and 
even misinformation about India and Hinduism, home was a source of information; her 
parents were committed to passing along their heritage (Joshi, 2006a, 2006b). Her 
family’s home pujas reveal how this was happening not only on a cultural level, but an 
epistemic one, as well.  
      The idea of puja is to take the seeker’s mind from the known to the unknown. 
The method of the Upanishadic masters to convey the transcendental knowledge 
to their disciples was to take the available instruments for contacting the world—
the body, mind and intellect—and purify them by engaging them at the 
transactional level with the Transcendental Reality. (Devi, 2000, p. 3) 
 
 On one hand, Bhavāni’s father wanted to make sure that his daughters were able 
to assimilate linguistically into dominant culture at school; at the same time, their family 
maintained strong connections with their roots, at home and through frequent visits to 
India, recalling Biswas’ (2005) finding that fluid transnational identities disrupt notions 
of a coherent nation that hegemonizes identity. Bhavāni’s comment that learning how to 
cook seemed simple, but felt significant, recognized her parents’ skill in navigating a new 




Bhavāni was frustrated with the ways in which immigrants continued to get 
narrated as Other, including by progressive news media. Even the “most liberal of 
people,” she felt, didn’t truly welcome immigrants into the United States. She confided 
that she felt a strong undercurrent of white nationalism that pervaded both sides of the 
political divide. “I think if it was up to a lot of people—a lot of lawmakers—both liberal 
and not, I think it would just be all white in America.” Bhavāni didn’t feel that everyone 
thought of the United States in this way, including immigrants and the children of 
immigrants, who comprised the majority of her friends. Outside of her closest circle, 
however, she had had some troubling conversations with mononational people about 
immigration.  She felt that immigrants had a “deep understanding that happens with 
people that come from another place” which many mononational people couldn’t relate to 
or discuss naturally. She noticed that in the process of being “overly careful” not to 
offend, they sometimes made offensive comments. And then there was overt xenophobia. 
Bhavāni shared an experience she had at a Rite Aid the prior year. She was standing in 
line to pay and a Bangladeshi cashier was telling people “in his broken English, with a 
thick accent” that his register was only taking credit cards.  People on the line didn’t 
seem to understand what he was communicating. One woman was yelled at him, “No one 
understands what you’re saying, you need to speak English!”  Bhavāni turned around and 
responded to the woman that he was speaking in English and that he just had an accent. 
“You don’t understand what he’s saying, maybe, but you can just ask him to repeat 
himself or ask someone else to help you. But he’s speaking English!” The woman 
retorted back, “They shouldn’t be working in stores if they can’t speak English. They 




abusive comments. Bhavāni remembered thinking that it was going to “get ugly” but she 
didn’t back down, which she found surprising. “I never get involved in stuff when I’m 
out, but this got me so upset because I’m like [thinking], he’s like a brown man...He’s 
working a living, like let him be.” Bhavāni continued to engage with the woman, who 
eventually declared, “This is why Trump doesn’t want these people here. This is why we 
don’t want you people here.” Bhavāni recognized, then, that “this [overt othering of non-
white immigrants] really does exist.”  Not only did she realize that it existed, but that it 
existed in progressive spaces.  “People may think we’re [insulated from this point of view 
in New York City, but [that’s] all nonsense. It exists everywhere.” 
Bhavāni’s experiences with and reflections on attitudes of “even the most liberal 
of people” towards immigrants and immigration recalled the dearth of research on teacher 
attitudes towards immigration (Buchanan & Hilburn, 2016; Gallo & Link, 2016; 
Goodwin, 2017), sitting within her larger awareness and apprehension of white 
nationalism. The Rite Aid incident was a startling manifestation of festering deficit ideas 
about immigrants and English fluency, and Bhavāni’s engagement with the antagonistic 
customer about the clerk’s English reflected her skill in navigating and deconstructing the 
transrhetorical aspect of the conflict (Wang, 2016), disrupting the hegemonic norming 
assumed by the xenophobic, standardized English speaker. Bhavāni’s caring and 
empathic view of the Bangladeshi cashier recalled the finding that asset attitudes of 
teachers towards immigrants led to higher immigrants’ self-efficacy and less diversity-





Being Hindu and Indian in America 
 
 
Bhavāni was raised Hindu. She believed in God but not necessarily in organized 
religion; but if she “were to be part of a religion, it would be Hinduism.”  She was 
frustrated by how American media portrayed Hinduism as “mystical, magical, like, a 
whole bunch of Gods and arms and heads.” She remembered that when she was growing 
up, people would comment on how she had “so many gods, and oh, like your gods are 
blue and … it obviously comes from a place of ignorance but it can be very frustrating to 
...you have to constantly defend something?”  Even in 2020, although she felt like the 
portrayal of Hinduism was better than it was in the past, it still not given equal treatment 
with other religions. This was something she and her dad spoke about frequently, 
“because my dad gets really passionate about this. He’s very Hindu.” Bhavāni wished 
that this would change, and changed at a faster pace. “I definitely think [Hindus are 
portrayed in the media as] just like, devout weird people that don’t know how to socialize 
properly. [It’s] not positive.”  
In identifying with Hinduism but not necessarily organized religion, Bhavāni was, 
perhaps, signaling that she rejected the cataloging of Hinduism as a religion, or as just a 
religion. The comments her childhood peers made about Hinduism and the media 
portrayals she described, specifically in reference to symbolism and to polytheism, evoke 
age-old colonial tropes about indigenous knowledge traditions (Sharma, 2018) that are 
still faced regularly by Hindus today (Adluri & Bagchee, 2019; Juluri, 2015; Shohat & 
Stam, 2014). Media studies scholar Vamsee Juluri operationalizes the contemporary 
manifestation of these tropes in a chapter on media bias in the forthcoming Ethics, 




     The third level of study of media Hinduphobia would involve engaging with and 
contesting, as a subset of colonial tropes above, those historically-constructed, 
culturally-specific and politically consequential tropes which are frequently 
deployed as if they were uncontested facts about Hinduism and Hindus. These 
tropes might include references to Sati, the Caste-System, greedy Brahmin priests, 
“animal worship” as primitivism and superstition, religiously motivated violence 
along the lines of the infamous “Thuggee” discourse, and others (Rotter, 2000; 
Sharma, 2017). A possible fourth level might be recognizing the deployment of 
well-recognized dehumanization propaganda tactics (Smith, 2011), such as 
associating Hindus and Hindu customs with ridicule, disgust, and irrational fear.  
 
Moreover, the exotification is given purchase because of the hegemonic norming 
and dominance of monotheistic, single-life religions (and concurrent Christian 
secularism); in other words, the coloniality/modernity binary is invoked, keeping 
Hinduism othered (i.e. “not given equal treatment”) in order to norm the dominant. It’s 
important to note, here, that this tension that Bhavāni described sits not (just) within her 
identity as a Hindu, but because she is aware of the ways in which the knowledge 
tradition is reduced to a handful of extracted symbols that are misrepresented and 
ridiculed, casting the tradition and its adherents as backwards and antisocial.   
Bhavāni recalled a world cultures Regents class she took in ninth grade.  “We 
talked about [Hinduism] really briefly, but...I can barely remember.” People would ask 
her questions as if she was an expert, which she found frustrating. “I was like, I don’t 
freaking know. I know as much as you guys, I’m learning the class too!”  She recalled the 
teacher asking her to bring something in, but couldn’t remember what she brought. In all 
of her years of schooling, “India was mentioned like two times”; she thought that this 
reflected a lack of respect and recognition for India. Amongst her friends and in society, 
Bhavāni didn’t feel like Hinduism was really discussed. Even in her childhood, “I always 
felt kind of like on the outside of things.” Bhavāni shared that she was a social person, 




all that and I still always felt this sense of always being different.” Although she grew up 
in a community of immigrants, they were mostly Haitian, so she still didn’t feel like she 
fit in. Bhavāni recognized that in both her places of belonging—India and the United 
States—people categorized her in the other, which was disorienting and frustrating.  “I 
guess a lot of people have this identity crisis. But it’s like in India people just made fun of 
my Hindi and said “Oh you’re so American” and here people would ask all these strange 
questions like “Do you belly dance?” Bhavāni wasn’t sure that Indian identity was really 
discussed or talked about with any depth of understanding in her adult life. “It’s 
mentioned at least once per day to me that I’m Indian in some form or the other...but I 
don’t know how knowledgeable people are about India at all. Like I think it’s just small 
things people will know. I remember one time someone asked me if my grandma had 
tigers in her backyard and I was just like, No! [laughs] But it’s like ...strange ignorant 
things people think.” 
Her classmates’ expectations that Bhavāni would be an expert teacher of 
Hinduism in school put a burden on her to represent a vast, complex knowledge tradition 
that she was also just learning about when it had been given no attention for most of their 
education. This positioning of Bhavāni as an expert belied a false assumption of 
Hinduism as a monolithic identity and tradition, where one person could serve as a 
representative.  This hidden curriculum of absence and placing Hinduism within the 
framework of world cultures might convey the message to her peers that it wasn’t 
significant enough to understand with any great depth, that it sat at the level of culture 
(and not knowledge and civilization), and that it belonged elsewhere. Nguyen (2014) also 




agenda; this raises questions about why Hinduism appeared (and didn’t appear) in 
Bhavāni’s education, and the impact of that reduction and dehumanizing of an indigenous 
tradition on the views of the public-school students who emerged from those experiences. 
In this sense, school might have felt like a hostile environment, particularly as children 
want to fit in socially, yet the things that provide them comfort and are most familiar to 
them at home are what is being openly mocked or degraded at school (Joshi, 2006b).  
This reduction and othering echoed in her contemporary experience, with constant 
reminders that she wasn’t from here, and that where she was from was strange and exotic. 
The imagery of the tigers in the backyard recall Nguyen’s (2014) discussion of 
untangling fear from spaces and bodies; there is an association of India being a fearful 
place. Bhavāni specifically named this as strange and ignorant, reflecting Spivak’s stance 
of the intellectual immigrant who is not in opposition, but coming from a place of 
perceived dominant (Lee, 2011). Bhavāni was the one situated at a vantage point to read 
the situation from multiple perspectives, and understand that the exotifying questions 
may have arisen from a lack of sufficient information.  
Bhavāni was annoyed by how the Indian accent was depicted, particularly 
because the singular stereotypical Indian accent obscured the fact that there are “so many 
regions of India and each accent is so different.” She noted that the stereotypical “super 
ridiculous thick accent” did not reflect how her family members sounded.  She was also 
annoyed by the false ubiquity of the Indian head shaking. “That’s also very specific to 
specific regions.” She was annoyed with the stereotype that Indian people smell [bad], 
and that all Indian Americans are restricted to holding certain jobs, “like a doctor or a deli 




finance or medicine.” She was frustrated with the reductionist ways in which Indian 
society was depicted as wholly patriarchal, “like women will just walk behind their man, 
you know, and just be a devout wife that’s subservient to their husband.” Bhavāni 
recognized that there might be gender inequities, but that the landscape was much more 
complex and nuanced than the stereotype.  
Bhavāni found herself frequently tackling monolithic renderings of Indian 
identities, reductions to single accents and body language, which she rejected by pointing 
out regional diversity. She disrupted monolithic imaginings of Indian American careers, 
pointing out that she and her sister were two examples of occupational diversity 
(Morning, 2001). Moreover, she was frustrated with the Western hegemonic gaze on 
Indian gender roles, which she felt obscured the local, deeper frameworks that didn’t fit 
neatly into Western epistemes (Mohanty, 2003; Swarr & Nagar, 2010).  This recalled the 
orientalist trope of “white women saving brown women from brown men” (Nguyen, 
2014).  
Bhavāni remembered that when she was younger and her non-Indian friends 
would come home to her parents’ home, “it would be a little awkward because I think 
they just didn't know how to act or interact.” She laughed and shared that she often 
altered the pronunciation of her own name—even as an adult—depending on the 
audience. If she was meeting an Indian person, she’d pronounce her name correctly; if the 
person is not Indian, she would automatically introduce herself by saying her name 
incorrectly, following the rules of American pronunciation. In fact, her boyfriend noticed 




for her. She wondered if this made her “American friends” feel uncomfortable, since she 
wasn’t fully being herself around them, or not letting them fully in.  
     I imagine it might make my American friends feel uncomfortable in a sense. 
Maybe they feel like I'm not really being myself around them or something, or 
that I'm not seeing them as, I don't know, if equal is the right...that's probably not 
the right word at all. But, you know what I'm saying? Just as part of me? And 
separating them. That's definitely something I notice. It happens a lot, actually. A 
lot. 
 
Bhavāni recalled finding it strange and uncomfortable that students in college 
would call professors by their first names. It felt irreverent and would make her feel 
awkward when her friends took up professors’ invitations to call them by their first name. 
She would ask if she could continue using their title. “I appreciate that you're saying I can 
call you Susan, but, if you don't mind, could I continue calling you [Professor]?”  She 
also remembered being “taken aback” when she would hear her friends speaking 
irreverently with their parents. “I can never imagine saying certain things to my parents.” 
Bhavāni had never cursed near her parents in her entire life; no matter how frustrated she 
was with them, she always spoke to them with complete respect. She couldn’t imagine 
yelling at her parents.  
Bhavāni: I can't even picture me being on the phone yelling at them. I can't even 
think of what that would sound like. I would just never do that, and that's 
someplace where it was such a stark difference from I know that respect 
for elders is within our culture for sure. I would just have these moments 
where I was like, “This is real.” This is really just in our culture, because 
different people operate so differently in that space. It's still to this day, 
sometimes I get so, I don't know, just uncomfortable. 
 
Indu: I remember being, it was probably the middle of high school, and people 
were like, “I can't wait until I'm 18 and I don't have to be with my parents 
anymore.” I would be like... 
 





 Bhavāni appreciated not having to explain certain cultural things to the other 
participants and to me, and to her desi friends in general. When she received culturally 
inappropriate advice from “American friends” on how to engage with her parents when 
she was frustrated with them, she remembered telling them, “That's not how it works in 
my family.” Her friends would not understand why, and Bhavāni would explain to them, 
“Our relationships are really different with our families.” She reflected to me about our 
group, “It's nice to not feel like you have to explain that to someone, because they have 
such a similar experience. You know?...That's something that just is so different in our 
culture that might be really hard for people to understand.” Another cultural norm that 
Bhavāni grew up with—and that we connected on—was the concept of jhutā. She 
remembered going to college and noticing jhutā everywhere. “I was disgusted by 
everything all the time. I was like, ‘How are people just mixing drinks and sharing 
drinks?’” Bhavāni also felt that Indian respect for education might be something that 
didn’t translate fully in American society. She recalled listening to her parents express 
immense gratitude for their educations, and not hearing people “thinking that way at all 
here.” She didn’t believe it manifested in that way in the United States. “It's so interesting 
that [my parents] think that way and see teachers in the way that they do. But, I get it.” 
Bhavāni’s mispronunciation of her name in order to accommodate Western 
dominant norms represents a kind of epistemic harm. Her name is in Sanskrit, which has 
been transliterated into English and has its own rules of phonetics that do not always 
correspond to English rules of phonetics. Sanskrit is a natural oral language, which means 
that each sound has its own inherent qualities from which the meaning is derived and 




each name, and altering the sounds (i.e. the pronunciation) alters the meaning, the 
qualities, and the effect (Frawley, 2012).  It is interesting to note that she wondered if her 
own tendency to mispronounce her name created distance with her friends, because she 
wasn’t fully letting them in by being authentic, and if this was something intentional.  
Bhavāni’s hesitation to address her professors by their first names reflects her strong 
connection to her understanding of Indian culture and the tradition of reverence for one’s 
gurus and for education, despite the surrounding dominant culture that encourages her to 
shift to a different model. She noticed this difference between her parents’ appreciation of 
education that she attributed to Indian culture, which she felt sat in contrast with the 
dominant culture. In fact, she went as far as to say, she didn’t think that value for 
education could manifest in the United States in the same way.  Similarly, Bhavāni 
reflects upon her reverence for her parents, and how her peers engage with their parents 
in ways that may be dominant and popular, and possibly even normed by Western 
hegemonic notions of child development (Massing, 2015). Bhavāni rejects it, wholly. 
There was no indication of obligation or resentment in Bhavāni’s expression of reverence 
for her parents; in fact, it seemed to come from her continuous connection with them as 
central, guiding figures in her life, a deep gratitude for their generosity, and a recognition 
of what they had achieved and experienced. It recalled the image of transnational 
consciousness emerging from the ground, with reverence for roots.  Bhavāni’s 
appreciated not having to explain these norms amongst study participants and with her 
desi friends. This sits powerfully alongside Kohli’s (2012) findings that teachers of color 
benefit from discourse and discovery between subgroups, as they do not have a 







When Bhavāni was in elementary school, a friend asked her if she thought she 
was black or white; Bhavāni responded that she was neither. Her friend informed her that 
“because white people have white skin and black people have brown skin, and you have 
brown skin...you're black.” Bhavāni talked about this with her mother, who told her to tell 
people that she was Indian. Bhavāni acknowledged that at least New Yorkers were open 
to conversations about diversity, but that it was frustrating that conversations continued 
to be framed within a Black/white binary. She was also frustrated that her identity was 
erased and miscataloged.  “We're not a big percentage of this country, but we still do 
exist here. I feel like people do this a lot. They just try to lump people together, and it's 
really frustrating.”  
Bhavāni remembered a conversation she had at her school, which she described as 
“a very liberal-minded place,” about immigration and people of color around the time of 
Trump’s election. She remembered being read as an outsider in conversations about 
immigrants of color, “because I'm not Black or Latino.”  While she recognized that she 
wasn’t directly impacted by the Trump administration’s immigration policies, she did 
have an opinion and some experience with immigration. “My opinion will never be to be 
against a person of color.” Bhavāni recalled how one of her colleagues had commented to 
her that she “should just date Black guys for fun.” Both Bhavāni’s boyfriend and the 
colleague were Black. The colleague then told Bhavāni that she should date an Indian 
guy, “because Black guys see you as white and Black women are probably irritated with 
you dating our people because they see you as a white girl.” Bhavāni informed her 




wasn’t dating her boyfriend because she wanted to experiment with dating a black 
person. “I'm with him because I love him.” This was a strange encounter for Bhavāni, 
especially because she grew up in a very black community, without a lot of exposure to 
white people. This was the first time that she had been called white. I asked her how this 
affected her to be categorized in that way, based on false assumptions about her own 
personal lived experience and about India. She responded, “We were overtaken by white 
people.”  I asked here where this idea—that Hindus are the white people of India and that 
Indians are the white people of brown people—came from, and how she felt about that.  
Bhavāni reflected that it probably had to do with socioeconomic characteristics of 
the Indian Americans as a group. She also acknowledged that Indian Americans were not 
targeted by the police in the same way and were afforded some status because of their 
financial and career success.  She also recognized that other brown communities 
experienced systemic disenfranchisement that Indian Americans did not, and how that 
might create resentment towards desis. “I could imagine being a little frustrated with 
another group of people that are also brown being here and just being seen different, 
viewed differently.” While she recognized these disparities, she also felt frustrated that 
this erased “any experiences that our people have had.” She was saddened by the lack of 
mutual understanding.  
Although Bhavāni shared that she hadn’t had a formal opportunity to negotiate 
and understand her Indian American identity, she repeatedly articulated a clarity in her 
stance and her own truth. She expressed stating her viewpoints on immigration, even if it 
made other people uncomfortable; moreover, even if she wasn’t impacted by 




committed to advocated for them. At the same time, she was also clear in advocating for 
herself, and pushing against erasure of her own history when she was called white. Her 
experience of being cast as either black or white reflects the erasure of histories that is 
invoked and even enforced by a racial literacy and paradigms that emerge from a 
domestic history, writing over actual histories of immigrants from the Global South 
(Miyoshi, 2001) or extending colonial era theories that are thin on evidence and rich in 
divisive agendas (Elst, 2018). Bhavāni’s presence, experience, and self-advocacy recall 
Wimmer and Schiller’s (2003) suggestion that immigrants are natural disruptors. Bhavāni 
made a powerful, nuanced observation that the domestic systemic privilege enjoyed by 
Indian Americans shouldn’t erase our long history, even as she understood how relative 
privilege might be resented. This added transnational awareness to the model minority 
conversation. Extending beyond Miyoshi’s (2001) observation that class hides other 
intrinsic identities, shifting the model minority analysis to a planetary framework allows 





Bhavāni was born in and grew up in the United States and expressed a strong 
connection to India. She articulated a keen awareness of her parents’ immigrant 
experiences with an appreciation for their learning process, their balance of two different 
cultures and ways of being and being generous and moving from compassion in both, and 
their commitment to holding and passing along traditions to their children.  Being the 
child of immigrants meant being othered in ways that allowed Bhavāni to feel connected 




experience. Bhavāni also recognized, throughout, that her experience of being Indian 
American was not representative, whether it was the dates she was set up on through the 
dating website, her parents’ peers who had different political inclinations, the 
occupational diversity of Indian Americans, or her own personal connection to being 
Hindu without identifying as a part of an organized religion.  Being Indian American was 
a fluid, personal experience. It was also informed by a loving and intentional connection 
to India itself, through visits and visiting family, even as those experiences were 
complicated to navigate.  For Bhavāni, being a second-generation immigrant meant being 
transnational, it meant being connected to both places and wanting to pass that along to 
her children.  
Bhavāni’s transnational consciousness was grounded in the experience of going 
back and forth, of belonging and not belonging in both places, and feeling frustration and 
compassion in both places.  These grounded experiences seemed to loosen her attachment 
to both, allowing her to confidently hold multiple cultural epistemologies and even 
disrupt the narratives of coloniality/modernity that categorize them, like in her 
descriptions of Hinduism, of Indian gender roles, and of arranged marriages.  She also 
had a clear grounding in the cultural epistemology her parents had passed onto her, 
manifesting in how she related to them and to her teachers.  This consciousness 
manifested through an awareness that she didn’t fit into existing paradigms, and while 
she had experienced an acute sense of not belonging when she was in school, she did 
occupy an authentic space herself, one that she defined and held.  
Bhavāni engaged her understanding of her experiences as a student with her role 




connection to parents. She was aware that her identity as a woman of color, in addition to 
having had immigrant parents, created a familiarity or connection with parents that her 
white peers and administrators may not have had.  She made a point of being very 
connected with her students’ parents. Outside of her own classroom, Bhavāni was 
interested in contributing to education in India and Kenya, but with a keen transnational 
awareness that she didn’t want to impose dominant Western epistemes onto those spaces.  
Interestingly, she seemed to have more of an awareness of that epistemic plurality when 
she was visiting other countries than when she talked about U.S. classrooms as a teacher, 
despite having expressed that awareness as a student.  Perhaps this reflects upon the need 
for more engagement with these awarenesses and knowledges as a part teacher 





INTERLUDE I – SANGHĀ 
 
Bhavāni:  I don't know if you experience this in your family, but I feel like my 
family, they just won't talk to us about so many things. I'll ask questions 
and stuff. I'm just like, “I want to know more.” Because I'm like, “This is 
our history, and our past.” But, it's just like so much is hidden from us. 
Indu:    There's a lot of trauma I think. 
Bhavāni: I imagine discussing it would be difficult. There's also a part of me that's 
like, “I don't want all this history to just die.” You know? 
There is this pervasive sensibility in Indian culture, that some of our parents 
brought with them here, that if we talk about the thousand years that we were invaded 
and colonized, our messy past, if we peer too closely at it and talk about it, we will only 
engender communal disharmony. (Communal refers to religious communities.) That by 
studying the past, we will only recreate it. Instead, the past has been rewritten by scholars 
in India and the West to whitewash historical persecution and genocide by invaders and 
indict the indigenous civilization at an epistemic level (Elst, 2014b; Goel, 1998; Jain, 
2016, 2019).   
What happens to the consciousness of a people when they don’t talk about or 
learn their past, or, worse, when their past is taught without integrity? We know that 
trauma is passed along intergenerationally, so that pain continues to exist in our bodies—
energetically, materially, spiritually—but without the context, without the words to give 
it expression, what happens to it? What happens to us?  What happens when we learn 
about it, but the people around us don’t?  
My great uncle passed away recently, a sweet, loving, gentle man who was 
blessed to have his family by his side as he took his last breath. He was born in 1930, 
seventeen years before Indian Independence. I felt his loss in my gut. I can see that 




them. They are entire universes, and the blessing of being in their presence, of hearing 
their stories and seeing how they live their lives brings the texture of their past into our 
cells.  I spent so many childhood summers in India, with my grandparents and my 
parents’ siblings. My children have not, and when I took them to India two years ago, I 
kept telling them to feel the ground, to absorb the space; my annoying attempt at getting 
some texture into their cells.  The elders and ancestors of my participants were present 
during Independence and during Partition, one of the largest and most violent single 
event human migrations in history. Within just two months in 1947, twelve million 
people were displaced, many torn from their ancestral lands; one million people were 
killed and tens of thousands of women were abducted and raped (Butalia, 2000). Some 
were in Kashmir during the fifth and sixth ethnic cleansings of Hindus by Muslims from 
the region (Pandita, 2003). What happens to their stories?  
A Kashmiri Hindu American college student recently shared on social media his 
grandparents’ story of witnessing their family members being slaughtered by their 
neighbors and being driven out of Kashmir (Raina, 2020). This was his family’s trauma, 
their lived experience, and he summoned the courage to face it and articulate it. He was 
immediately labeled as Islamophobic and was actually accused of fabricating the entire 
story because he was a “Hindu nationalist.” His family came as refugees to the United 
States.  He is American. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard a story like this. And, every 
time, it shakes me because it is happening under the banner of social justice.  
Organizations and campaigns have been cropping up on campuses all over the United 
States, demonizing Hinduism as the source of oppression in India, while scholars 




openly bullied a doctoral friend of mine on social media for being a practicing Hindu 
received a promotion a day after tweeting “Brahmin Lives Don’t Matter.”  A Rutgers 
University professor whose family members are Christian missionaries in India has made 
a career of comparing Hinduism with Nazism, whitewashing the atrocities of the 
genocidal ruler Aurangzeb, and baiting Hindus on social media to collect data on the 
“Hindutva.”  Britain’s school curriculum actively erases its colonial past (Heath, 2016).  
The intersection of transnational consciousness and social justice is fraught and 
complicated. Much of the time, it weighs heavily on my heart and my intellect. It can feel 
impossible to untangle because the Western epistemic hegemony that shapes social 
justice (and the local sociopolitical history and sensibilities informing it) is so normalized 
and universalized that it seems unreasonable—unjust, even—to question it.  This 
awareness gave me great pause as I designed this study. I knew I might encounter 
perspectives that would rattle me, different sets of information and conclusions which I’d 
feel compelled, as an educator and an activist, to discuss rather than simply observe. How 
would I navigate this ethically as a researcher? How would I define the contours of this 
ethical framework?  How would I make sure that I was not using my position to push 
forward my own ideas or silence theirs?  
I knew that it wasn’t as simple as just listening. I wanted to make sure that my 
participants knew that it was safe to share all perspectives. The commitment of the study 
was building trust and rapport and of modeling vulnerability and openness. I was not a 
silent listener, but a compassionate and loving one. I discovered that my participants were 
just as loving and compassionate, and that they were not only open to discussing their 




were showing up to learn and not just to share. I could deeply relate to this longing for a 
sangha (community) in which I could question my own assumptions, interrogate and 
look beneath, to not feel the pressure to already know, but to be a seeker. As I ponder 
this, now, I recognize that much of my jaded outlook emerged from social media, which 
is often more about performativity and inauthentic dialogue. In person, face-to-face, 
sharing a meal or even just a space, it was easier to connect, even when I felt my face go 
flush if someone said something that felt like a pinch. I think this is because I saw so 
much more of the person, and not just words on a screen. This made me reflect deeply on 
this concept I had had in the beginning, of creating a WhatsApp group for this discourse, 
when a few minutes into a meal proved to be far richer and more meaningful.  In fact, 
throughout this study, I felt authentically that I was in the company of fellow seekers. 





Chapter V - ĀDITYĀ  
 
 
Soundtrack: Until the Quiet Comes  
 Ādityā walked into the trendy Indian restaurant precisely at our appointed 
meeting time, smiling in recognition. The restaurant was cozily packed by a chatty, 
mostly desi, post-work crowd. We discussed our winter breaks and, remembering that he 
had spoken about going to an ashram in Pennsylvania regularly when he was growing up, 
I shared that I had gone to my ashram in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina. He 
asked me about my experiences with silent meditation retreats; his tone felt humble and 
humanizing, not interrogatory. I recalled how hospitable and warm Ādityā had been the 
first time I went to interview him the previous fall. He took every effort to make sure I 
was comfortable and made the space hospitable, offering me his upholstered desk chair in 
place of the metal stool I had chosen. Turning off the harsh fluorescent ceiling lights, he 
switched on some small lamps, lending the room a soft, warm glow that softened the 
contours of the space and immediately changed the energy. I was immediately reminded 
of atitho devo bhava, the Hindu practice of treating any guest as the Divine visiting your 
home.  Growing up, any time we had a guest, my sister and I were expected to come to 
the door with my parents to greet them, offer them water, and make them feel welcome. I 





Ādityā’s intake interview began with a viewing of the trailer for Indian American 
comedian Hari Kondabulu’s documentary, The Problem with Apu (Melamedoff & 




United States, with 9/11 as a pivot point.  As the title suggest, focuses on a character from 
The Simpsons. Ādityā had grown up watching The Simpsons every week. He felt that 
Apu “stood out as a person who seemed to have a moral backbone.” While other 
characters “got themselves into pickles and just made poor choices...Apu was trying 
really hard to do right by people...he seem[ed] like a good, innocent guy.” Ādityā 
considered that innocence might be a stereotype about Indian Americans. “I found him to 
have a little more dimensionality than perhaps you would think if somebody said 
‘cartoon’.” Still, Apu fit a common stereotype held in the United States that reduced all 
Indians to a trope, the 
goofy, benevolent, sideways head shaker, almost like sycophantic, or something 
like that. It just feels like there's a nebbish, meek stereotype that I don't think is 
actually true. People over there, many of them are pretty hardscrabble, and they 
deal with a lot of life, way more on life's terms than we do, and I'm not sure that 
there's credit for that. So that would be a big one that kind of just gets my goat. I 
just don't think it begins to... We're talking about a nation of a billion people.  
 
Ādityā reflected on how Kondabolu joked about the presumed innocence of white 
men; he took umbrage with the “vilification of the white man,” which he felt was going 
too far.  “I think it’s becoming almost and instinctual or knee jerk reaction to someone 
being white and being a man at the same time, which feels a little bit absurd.” He 
reflected on having grown up with “a range of white men,” some of whom he might 
consider “privileged and perhaps they could stand to learn something about it” and many 
who weren’t.  In addition to this reductionism, he felt firmly that society was not going to 
achieve balance by attacking the people who have traditionally held power.   
Ādityā resented the reductive representation of Indians in Hollywood; Indian 
actors were either cast as scientists or as nerds, “a sniveling Indian man in lab coat.” At 




agreed with Kondabolu’s premise, that having only “a few extreme points of reference” 
might feed the average person’s “fantasy impression” that South Asians were all 
exaggerated caricatures. He found it difficult to recollect pre—9/11 life, reflecting that 
race and identity had become a part of everyday discourse and consciousness since then.  
Ādityā mused about how that impacted his “very white” childhood community in 
Allentown, Pennsylvania. “The kids in my town didn’t necessarily know what to do with 
whatever emotions they were feeling post—9/11.” Ādityā was a junior at a public high 
school at the time; he remembered that his friends would try to make irreverent, “off-
color” jokes with him, like “What’s inside your backpack?” While he attributed some of 
their rudeness to typical teenage boy behavior (“they’re just experts at putting their feet in 
their mouth”), but he also recognized their ignorance, not only for mistaking an Indian for 
an Afghani, but for assuming that all Afghanis were terrorists.  (When he was in college, 
Ādityā had a close Afghani friend who taught him a lot about the region and gave him 
deeper insight into the Taliban.) Ādityā didn’t internalize his classmates’ teasing, but was 
struck by how “ridiculous” their ignorance was. He added that his time living in New 
York had been a stark contrast to this. “Dare I say it's cool to be brown now?...Well, 
we're in the right place I think, or we're in a pretty good situation it feels like, for me.”  
Vamsee Juluri (2021) offers a decolonial commentary on critical media studies’ 
denial of and complicity in Hinduphobia; he interrogates the over-application of Hindu 
nationalism as a technique that denies Hindu Americans legitimate categories for self-
representation and agency. Juluri critiques Kondabolu’s film for erasing Apu’s Hindu 
identity, reducing the conversation to the most familiar Western analytical lens: 




that monolithic representations of all groups (including dominant ones) were misleading 
and weren’t conducive to improving intergroup relationships or addressing issues of 
oppression. His annoyance with the Orientalist stereotype of the meek, submissive Indian 
compared to the reality of the “hardscrabble” lives in “a nation of a billion people” hints 
at the ways in which media feeds model minority stereotypes of the law abiding, good 
Asian American citizen (Wu, 2015) while erasing complex, lived realities across the 
planet to which Asian Americans may feel deeply connected or aware. Ādityā’s personal 
connections to and information about “over there” perhaps reveal that his transnational 
social field (Levitt & Schiller, 2004) gave him context, nuance, information, and a global 
perspective that he found missing from the perspective and awareness of his 
mononational peers. It is possible that his own experiences made him sensitive to seeking 
out, taking in, and assimilating the information that his Afghani friend provided, perhaps 
a reflection of his transnational consciousness.   
For five years after 9/11, Ādityā was put through extra TSA screening for every 
single flight he took. “I think I tried to be understanding about that one.”  He remembered 
thinking, “I’m an American citizen, my parents, I feel like they’re devoted to the 
community.” He felt that his parents were more involved in the community than other 
Indian people, with a diverse group of friends. Ādityā described that the saddest moment 
during this period was when his father—whom he described as not very political, “kind 
of a quiet guy,” and hard working— “seemed kind of depressed after [9/11] ...and this, it 
kinda blows my mind...he was like [using a soft voice], ‘Do you think we should put up 
an American flag?’” Ādityā was taken aback by this; his father was one of the first Indian 




told his father, “You have no responsibility to prove who you are. You're a part of the 
community.” Ādityā found the fear amongst a lot of people terribly disheartening to 
witness. He told his father not to put up the flag, unless he really wanted to do it. He 
advised him not to do it out of fear of how he might be perceived after 9/11. “We’re not 
even from the part of the world that Al Qaeda is from, for example. Not that that should 
even matter. You should be able to be from Afghanistan, too. But...you know, it was just 
so far off the mark.”   
While all the intake interviews started with The Problem with Apu trailer, which 
expressly named 9/11 as a turning point in perceptions about Muslim and “Muslim-
appearing” Americans (Melamedoff & Kondabolu, 2017), Ādityā was the only 
participant who talked about post—9/11 tensions this specifically and mentioned extra-
screenings at the airport, a bias against Muslim, Sikh and South Asian airline travelers 
that is well-documented (Handeyside, 2017; SAALT, 2012).  Having experienced this 
regularly myself, while traveling when my children were very young, I am hesitant to 
ascribe this to gender from this set of data; however, there is some evidence that there is a 
gender bias within this larger ethnic and religiously defined phenomenon (Selod, 2019). 
Ādityā’s experiences and his father’s fears reflect Nguyen’s (2014) observations about 
how U.S. foreign policy agendas and actions are mapped onto people and spaces in the 
United States, using a pen of what is familiar and normalized—whiteness and 
Christianity (Joshi, 2020)—to draw the lines.  These renderings are simultaneously 
justified by and used to justify Orientalist, xenophobic (Juluri, 2021; Said, 1979) attitudes 
towards perceived non-Christian diaspora communities, racializing religion (Joshi, 




taken at the airport while also dismayed by the pressure his father felt to perform his 
community belongingness. Narratives about patriotism and national and community 
belonging and safety come into tension with perceptions about transnational social fields 
(Levitt & Schiller, 2004) making evident that the simultaneity of immigrants’ lives is, 
perhaps, difficult for the dominant mononational American to conceptualize or situate, 
particularly amidst acute global tensions.  
 
Looking at There from Here 
 
 
Over the eight months during which this study took place, several major decisions 
by the Indian government and narratives about the ensuing public responses had received 
considerable coverage in American media. This included the abrogation of Article 370 in 
August 2019, the Indian Supreme Court decision on Ayodhya in November 2019, and the 
Citizenship Amendment Bill/Act in December 2019.  It had been the most intense period 
of U.S. media coverage of and popular discourse about Indian laws and verdicts that I 
could remember.  The potential influence of this on my interaction with Ādityā weighed 
heavily on my mind, especially as I had been actively engaging in that space. I asked him 
what he had made of it; he began describing the Citizenship Amendment Act, although 
was confused about some of the facts and recognized that there was a lot more 
complexity to the situation than what was being narrated in the mainstream press. He had 
tried to ask his parents questions about Indian politics, but they hadn’t really engaged; 
this concerned him. He knew that his father admired Indian Prime Minister Modi 
“because he came from a humble background.” Other than that, anything he knew about 




perspective provided by his parents. “Which is a shame I think. Because they know stuff 
that I don't know. They know how to read it. I think, and interpret it.”  Ādityā felt 
troubled that Indian immigrants might be escaping their responsibilities in India in pursuit 
of opportunities in the United States.  “I don't want to judge anybody, but I don't think my 
parents came from trauma. They saw an opportunity and they came, but their lives were 
decent over there.”  Given the power that the Indian American diaspora held, he wished it 
was more involved in uplifting India. “I wish they knew more. It seems like they’re kind 
of checked out.”  He wondered if Indians shared that opinion about Indian Americans.  
Ādityā described that he felt like an Indian throughout his life; he connected this 
with sharing a spirit of inquiry. “I felt Indian people by-and-large like are curious 
people...and I felt like a curious person.” He felt sad about the social stratification in 
Indian society, including the extreme corruption and privilege that sat in contrast with 
extreme poverty, although he recognized that his perspective was based on limited 
information. He also struggled with the hardships and violence faced by Indian women, 
recognizing that he didn’t fully understand the cultural morays and logic behind it. “I’m 
not saying it’s right, but there’s something...that those folks think they’re doing is the 
right thing that I just don’t understand yet.”  
 Ādityā never really related to Bollywood movies; he found them corny and 
unrealistic.  “All these other people would be coming up to me, saying, oh, it’s incredible, 
they break out into song and dance in the middle of the movie! And I was like, yeah, I 
don’t know...I don’t like it [chuckles].”  He hadn’t seen more independent Indian cinema, 




iconography and art, the food, I love all of it. I really felt a lot of pride. It just seemed like 
a very interesting culture.”   
Ādityā consistently expressed humility and openness in thinking about how the 
limitations in his own awareness and information might delimit his perception of 
situations and people. He also afforded the same generous thinking to others who 
behaved unkindly towards him.  He was frustrated that his parents seemed closed off 
from talking and sharing more information or context with him regarding hot-button 
contemporary Indian issues, which led him to lean upon the news sources that were 
available to him, which he agreed were biased (Juluri, 2019a, 2019b, 2020; Parihar, 2020; 
Viswanathan, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c). Ādityā recognized that his parents knew how to 
“read it...and interpret it,” acknowledging that his parents had a lens that would reveal a 
different reading than what he might understand. He struggled with understanding the 
apparent apathy of first-generation Indian immigrants towards India. This surfaces 
questions about how immigrants might negotiate their acculturation by rooting their sense 
of belonging to their host country, particularly if they are ethnically non-dominant; this 
sits in contrast with the way that Ādityā imagined Indian immigrants ought to engage 
within their transnational social field, which he determined through responsibility and not 
identity. He recognized that his parents (and other Indian Americans) had immigrated for 
opportunity and not to escape persecution; for him, this meant that they had a certain 
degree of power, or what Spivak (1992) might call the position of advantage of the 
immigrant intellectual.  
Ādityā eschewed the pop culture productions of Indian entertainment that are 




what was acceptable or more familiar to the dominant culture around him; instead he 
navigated from his own sense of aesthetic and authentic resonance.  Ādityā felt a longing 
to connect with and have a richer, deeper understanding of his ancestral country (Joshi, 
2006b), knowing that there was more to the story and recognizing the influence of the 
Western gaze.  
 
Family and Roots 
 
 
Ādityā’s family’s immigration story began with his father’s older brother, who 
came to the U.S. for his residency.  (Ādityā’s father “has five brothers and two sisters—
big family, he’s the youngest.”) This brother, “the favorite son,” returned from his 
residency to India with a surprise “white wife.... It was like bedlam. There is this like 
amazing black-and-white photo somewhere of her in the middle of all these aunties and 
it’s really cool.” Ādityā’s grandfather was devastated that his son had married a white 
woman, so his father, whom Ādityā suspected had wanted to pursue romantic love, 
approached his grandfather and agreed to an arranged marriage.  After he was matched 
with Ādityā’s mother, he courted her for a few months by walking her home from college 
and then talking to her father.. “It’s a little bit weird, but I guess it’s culturally normal.... 
It was like this bizarre thing that would be creepy in any other culture.”  After that, the 
engagement was settled and they went on five chaperoned dates. His father left for the 
United States to start his residency, came back to India to get married, and took his new 
bride back with him.  
Ādityā found himself at odds with his parents when it came to his dating life and 




woman who’s related to a family friend,” despite the fact that Ādityā was in a 
relationship.  He suspected that this was because his parents learned that his new 
girlfriend was older and they were worried about him having children. Ādityā was 
flummoxed by his parents’ assumption that he had “was on the same page” about 
marrying someone who met their criteria (i.e. Hindu, Indian, younger). His older brother 
had fallen out with their parents because he had married a white woman. Ādityā had 
recently told his parents that they should just want him to “love somebody and be really 
happy.” While his father had agreed, he kept pressuring him to meet the family friend. 
Ādityā found that he had to cut off the conversation to prevent acrimony. I asked Ādityā 
if he had seen The Big Sick, a semi-autobiographical movie which had depicted a similar 
family tension in a Pakistani American family; the son lies to his white girlfriend about 
the fact that he is meeting Pakistani American women on his parents’ insistence. He 
recalled the film, reiterating that he didn’t want to lie to his girlfriend.  “I saw Meet the 
Patels, which was similar, you know?” The Ādityā thought his parents’ drive to have 
grandchildren had kicked in, making “them a little bit crazy, and they say things that they 
shouldn't say to me.” He shrugged it off, saying he understood, but drawing a clear line 
that he didn’t want his parents to get involved in his love life.  “I don't want them to be 
involved, not because I'm bitter or something like that. I just think the ideas inevitably are 
not in sync with what's going on with me.” 
Unlike Bhavāni, Ādityā didn’t necessarily relate to the benefits of arranged 
marriage (or dating) and how that fit into a larger sense of one’s parents having one’s best 
interests in mind; instead, he seemed to distance himself from the practice based on his 




Gordon, 2017) and Meet the Patels (Ekholm, Dreyfous, Patel & Patel, 2015)—take up 
the stories of second-generation immigrant male protagonists (Pakistani American and 
Indian American, respectively) who negotiate their personal preference for individualistic 
courtship and marriage practices in contrast to their parents’ collective ones. In both 
films, the older generation’s norms are presented as caricaturized, exotic, and out-of-
touch, while the protagonists’ views are more in line with contemporary Western ideals 
about courtship and marriage. Moreover, the older generations’ actions and desire for 
their children to marry within their ethnic group are portrayed as curtailing the freedom, 
individuality, and intuition of their children (both of whom wish to marry white women); 
their parents’ wishes are conveyed in a negative light, even if through humor, resulting in 
the protagonist lying to their white girlfriends in order to appease them.  In addition to 
“reducing brown women to a punchline” (Agrawal, 2017), this raises concerns about the 
overt coloniality in viewing collectivist society marriage practices from Asia as 
backwards, traditional, and oppressive, in need of being made more progressive by 
imitating or reflecting the individualistic norms of the allegedly modern, more liberated 
West. Ādityā, however, described this simply as a mismatch in views between him and 
his parents, and not that his parents’ views need modernization.  
Ādityā’s parents are Palakkad Iyers, a community of Tamilians that migrated 
from Tamil Nadu to Kerala hundreds of years ago.  His grandparents migrated to 
Mumbai, which is where his parents were raised; his father grew up in Matunga and his 
mother in Sion. Both of these neighborhoods are home to large Tamilian communities 
who migrated to Bombay generations ago from Southern India. He had heard fantastical 




how comfortable our life was.” Ādityā recalled how his father shared a tightly-packed 
room with seven siblings. His grandfather was an anchor for the extended family; his 
brother’s family lived with them, in traditional joint family style. “It sounded, in a way, it 
sounded like fun like everybody was together all the time, it was just kind of this bright, 
energetic, loud, atmosphere, you know.” His father never described it as a struggle. 
Ādityā reasoned that this was because his grandfather was a reliable, steady figure who 
didn’t seem anxious.  “I just have these images of everybody together all the time, which 
is very different from us.” His family in the United States was scattered across the 
country; apart from a few annual visits, they were not a part of his daily life.  
Ādityā had visited India five times; it had been ten years since his last visit, and 
he felt compelled to go. He was trying to figure out how to visit India without his family 
finding out, because he typically spent the bulk of his time seeing his relatives. “There’s 
like 70% of the country I’ve never seen, you know. It’s not like I don’t want to see those 
people, I have no time to do everything, I’d just like to go and see everything else and 
maybe come back and see them.” In addition to seeing some other cities, Ādityā was 
wanted to “go to Kerala, probably most of all, cause that’s where my roots are and I’ve 
never been there and it’s supposed to be beautiful. Just get out of the city, I think to see 
some country, see some coast, you know.”  
Srishti Vaidyeshwaran (2019) studied how Palakkad Iyer identities and 
communities have changed over generations, straddling rural and urban, local and global, 
home and ancestral land; in particular, she explores how the community holds and passes 
on its history through oral storytelling, how its rural community memory has suffered 




generations now long for those histories. (It is significant to note that Vaidyeshwaran 
engages and norms a very Abrahamic definition of religion in her description and critique 
of Hinduism, erasing significant components of Hinduism, such as personal inquiry and 
non-duality.)  Like the participants in Vaidyeshwaran’s study, Ādityā expressed a longing 
to be connected to his roots in Kerala, to “see some country, see some coast”; this sat in 
contrast to the tightly packed, joint family (multiple generations and siblings’ families 
living in the same household), urban experiences his father shared.   Singh (2003) 
unpacks the ongoing argument between popular media and researchers on the 
disintegration of the long-time practice of certain communities in India to live in joint 
families in the face of increased urbanization, industrialization, and 
globalization/Westernization. Singh’s analysis of Indian census and survey data (using a 
low household size as a proxy for nuclear families) leads him to conclude that nuclear 
families have become increasingly normed.  (He goes on to deride the romanticizing of 
the joint family [p. 9], and attributes the increase in nuclear families to increased 
education and freedom, belying a potential colonial bias, which must be considered.) The 
image of his father’s joint family, “this bright, energetic, loud atmosphere,” sits large in 
Ādityā’s imagination, in sharp contrast to his own experience of his family being 
dispersed throughout the United States with infrequent meetings. The distinctions 
between collectivist and individualistic social structures emerge here, as well; in this 





First-Generation Experiences and Struggles 
 
 
Disagreements aside, Ādityā was inspired by his parents’ silent fortitude and 
positive attitude.  “I think just there's a stolid way of living their lives that makes a huge 
impression on me. It's more in things that they don't say.” He observed that his parents 
didn’t really complain about difficult circumstances. (The one exception to this was the 
rift with his brother, which had deeply affected them.) “But just in terms of getting on 
with the business of life, they're kind of stoic in a way that's pretty cool.” This was in 
contrast to his experience “surrounding myself with Americans; I think we can be sort of 
like an ornery bunch.”  He found a lot of power in observing his parents’ work ethic and 
their generosity and care for those who were close to them.  “They don't have a lot of 
people close to them, but the ones who are, they will do anything they can for them. All 
that makes a big impression on me.”  
His father claimed that he knew from an early age that he wanted to come to the 
United States, but Ādityā had trouble making sense of this because of his father’s love for 
Indian culture and family life. He wondered why he would want to leave that behind in 
India. “It just seems so harder to maintain here.” He assumed that the opportunities in the 
United States combined with his father’s workaholic tendencies tilted the scales.  “But, 
yeah, there’s a strange disconnect there. I can’t quite explain it.” While his father may 
have been intrigued by some aspects of American life, “he shied away from 
individualism. I think he was skeptical of a lot of progressive aspects of culture...so there 
was a little bit of tension there.” His parents moved to California as empty-nesters, where 
they were able to socialize within a more sizeable Indian community, including 




sharp contrast to his everyday persona. “It’s amazing. He’s at the center and he’s talking 
a ton, he’s way more extroverted than normal.” 
Ādityā continuously made observations about the collectivist, social tendencies 
towards which his parents gravitated, even wondering why his father chose to move to a 
country with a more individualistic nature.  Ādityā’s observation that his father was 
“skeptical towards a lot of progressive aspects of culture,” when unpacked through the 
lens of decoloniality, shed assumptions about a linear progress away from Indian culture 
(both West in direction and forward in time, to a more liberated, sophisticated present) 
and reveal, perhaps, a reverse gaze on and wariness towards Western civilizational 
epistemes. His father’s rejection or distance of dominant Western culture, while finding 
ways to remain connected through diaspora to his own culture, even as he actively 
participated as a member of his local community through his work as a doctor reflects the 
distinction between ways of belonging and ways of being (Levitt & Schiller, 2004) that 
animate the simultaneity of transnational people’s choices and experiences.  
Ādityā’s described his childhood neighborhood of Allentown as idyllic. “You 
could ride your bike on the dirt path to the community pool...when we had snow days, 
everyone was out building ramps and sledding and stuff like that. It was super fun.” 
Ādityā’s family moved to a more remote neighborhood when he was in fourth grade. He 
spent more time by himself there, but “one thing that was really nice was like beautiful 
woods everywhere... there was like a horse farm kind of almost like attached to our 
backyard...there was like an apple orchard down the road. So, it really was beautiful.” 
Perhaps the association between nature and his childhood energized his longing to visit 




Ādityā really liked school. He attended a small private school between 
kindergarten and eighth grade, where he had close friends and received a lot of attention 
from his teachers. “I just liked to read a lot, I liked to learn a lot, so for the most part it 
was pretty fun ….and it made sense to me, so I think I was lucky in that regard.” He spent 
two years at a public high school, but his parents had him transfer back to the private 
school, because they felt he wasn’t working hard enough and that school was too easy for 
him.  Ādityā’s family spoke mostly in English, although his parents would speak Tamil 
when they were all together, including using Tamil pet names. He could understand it, 
having picked it up from social interactions, but could not speak it with great fluency. 
Ādityā never formally learned Tamil; his Spanish was better than his Tamil because he 
had studied it formally, it had a similar alphabet, and he had more occasion to speak it, 
including with some of his students. He expressed some regret in not being fluent in 
Tamil, and pondered that “maybe someday I'll go and I'll square it. I'll go study.”  His 
parents didn’t teach him Tamil when he was a child, and he wondered if they felt it would 
help their children assimilate better. When his parents immigrated to the United States, 
his mother “just immediately started cooking everything” (i.e. non-Indian food). He 
remembered an acute feeling that they didn’t want him and his brother to be “ostracized 
based on different customs.”  He noted that his parents made a big effort to blend in to 
mainstream American society; his mother would sometimes express regret that she 
should have raised her children “more Indian.” He chuckled, noting that this comment 
usually emerged when she was annoyed with them. He also described his parents as 
“fanatically clean.”  He was raised to take his shoes off, and talked about how he 




Ādityā wondered about the tradeoff between preserving identity and assimilating 
in order to succeed. He wondered what might happen if “immigrant groups that pride 
themselves on assimilation” were in conversation with “other groups that achieve other 
things by maybe valuing their identity in a different way.”  Ādityā continued to chew on 
this, sharing that these questions about identity and assimilation had been with him since 
childhood.  “I get along great with my parents, but just even the very paradigm through 
which we understand the world was totally different.”  He theorized that his cognitive 
process was vastly different than his parents’, whose thinking was more proximate to 
each other.  Ādityā also thought that he was “more extreme than other Indian Americans 
I’ve met”; most of the Indian Americans he had met were closer in thinking and in life 
goals to their parents.  “I've always just wondered how to bridge that gap. It's been kind 
of hard for me.”  
Although Ādityā’s parents seemed to reject certain parts of Western culture, they 
also appeared to be concerned with ensuring their children could assimilate, reflecting the 
complex ways that first generation immigrants engage with identity formation in their 
host countries (Balla, 2006). Like Bhavāni’s parents, Ādityā’s parents appeared to be 
concerned about their children having English fluency. Mouw and Xie (1999) found that 
despite popular conceptions that bilingualism leads to greater academic achievement for 
the children of Asian immigrants, this only holds until the parents achieve moderate 
English proficiency. This is further complicated by the British colonization of India. Until 
India’s independence in 1947, the medium of instruction for most Indian children was the 
regional language; after independence, English became the medium of instruction in most 




highest levels of education amongst the ten largest immigrant groups in the U.S. 
(Krogstad & Radford, 2018), there is a high likelihood that Indian immigrants to the 
United States arrive with English fluency in addition to speaking at least one Indian 
language.  Indeed, all of the parents of the participants in this current study were fluent in 
English in addition to speaking their regional languages.  In a literature review on 
immigrant parent attitudes towards heritage language maintenance in Canada and the 
United States, Liang (2018) found that most immigrant parents hold a positive view 
towards heritage language maintenance (HLM), at least until their children enter the 
formal schooling system, particularly in conversational and reading skills. Like Ādityā’s 
parents, some parents felt that English was the key to assimilating into mainstream 
society and, thus, resisted HLM. Outside of concerns about educational and social 
success, some parents felt that HLM was important to maintain respectful communication 
with heritage language-speaking family members and to forming a cohesive cultural 
identity that is premised on pluralism (p. 78) and includes “tradition transmission and 
internalization” (p. 72). Some parents supported HLM through in-home efforts, including 
entertainment media and books, while others found it difficult to sustain because of a 
larger environmental dearth of the heritage language; out of home efforts included 
heritage language school; for some Asian immigrant families, this was linked to Sunday 
school.  
Ādityā’s mother’s expressions of regretting not raising her children “more Indian” 
reflect the complex choices, connections, and disconnects first-generation immigrant 
parents face in synthesizing environments and experiences for their children that they 




assimilation and acculturation (Portes & Zhou, 1993), being and belonging (Levitt & 
Schiller, 2004), animated within the context a transnational social field that is not frozen 
in the past nor in a distant place, even as it sits within an unspoken Western hegemonic 
paradigm of coloniality that render the non-Western as strange, illogical, and 
unprogressive. Ādityā’s reference to a difference in “cognitive process” between him and 
his parents perhaps alludes to something that sits beneath culture and assimilation of 
norms and social practices; it is possible that he is talking about the onto-epistemological 
foundations from which thinking, common sense, and rationale arise. This is possibly a 
link between what we commonly refer to as assimilation with Brydon’s concerns (2014) 
about the Western humanitarian tendency of conversion.  
 
Religion and Philosophy 
 
 
Ādityā recalled a childhood friend who went to the same Hindu ashram in the 
Poconos. He remembered spending time with him at the ashram, or at one of their homes, 
for days at a stretch. Although Ādityā had close local friends in Allentown, this ashram 
friendship was a particularly important one because of a shared “idiosyncratic sense of 
humor...there was something extremely quirky and unique about this friendship.” They 
ended up attending the same college, but drifted apart over the years. Even so, Ādityā 
recalls him being a good friend and a significant friendship. “I think just in terms of 
having an understanding with somebody and feeling like you can be understood. That 
was a very, very important friendship to me. Hard to describe much better than that.” 
On the surface, Ādityā’s memory of visiting the ashram and developing this 




immigrants and their families adapt to life in the United States, which has 
institutionalized secularism more than Europe.  At the same time, it is important to 
remember that while Hinduism is catalogued as a religion in the West, it doesn’t naturally 
fall within Western epistemes of religion (Assman, 2009).  Joshi (2006b) reminds us that 
Indian American immigrant children find themselves seeking familiar (e.g. Christian) 
framings of their religion in order to fit in, and that Christian privilege, entangled with 
white supremacy, pervades American society (Joshi, 2020). That Ādityā remembered this 
friendship, particularly after having described growing up in a predominantly white (and 
possibly Christian) community, may have had a deeper meaning than nostalgia. In other 
words, Ādityā’s friendship and its significance to him may have been difficult to describe 
because the context within which it sat was incredibly complex.  
Ādityā described his contemporary relationship with India as one of “curiosity, 
pride, also just a little bit of sadness at times and confusion.” He had an “adversarial 
relationship” with it as a teenager, particularly when he started questioning religion early 
in high school. He stopped praying and argued regularly with his parents. He found 
himself frustrated that his mother would make deterministic statements about his 
connection to Hinduism.  “You will always be a Hindu because you were born one, and 
eventually you're going to come back, and what's right is for you to maintain that 
lineage.’” Ādityā felt like his agency was taken away in those moments. He felt 
unsupported in his own philosophical journey, while he recognized that his parents 
seemed offended by his questions.  As an adult he had compassion their defensiveness, 
but at the time, he found their response to be dogmatic, with little room for the 




mindless subservience to religion, maybe different forms of conservatism.” He found the 
tension, the lack of open discussion, and the lack of answers about “why behind what 
they did” to be discouraging.  As an adult, he recognized that his adolescent self was 
pushing boundaries and wanting to take control; he became more interested in Hinduism, 
but found it hard to have a personal relationship with it, because he felt like his parents 
had micromanaged his practice, which made it unpleasant for him. “These days I go to a 
Buddhist temple...and I really like that.”  
Ādityā’s description of his adolescent relationship with Hinduism and the tension 
and frustration he experienced with his parents echoes the experiences of other Indian 
American youth, who turn to their parents for answers and conversations that their 
parents aren’t always equipped to provide or prepared to have (Joshi, 2006b). His 
parents’ insistence that he “maintain that lineage” reflects the motivation of other 
immigrants to pass along their traditions, but how that is difficult in the face of dominant 
norms that are expressly different (Joshi, 2006b, 2020; Liang, 2018). It is curious that his 
mother used the word lineage, and that Ādityā recalled it, as this references a 
sampradāya, or onto-epistemological tradition or school, which is not passed down 
through family.  Hindus are free (and may be encouraged) to explore and follow any 
sampradāya, following the initiation of a guru (teacher). It was, maybe (or maybe not!), 
in the context of him actively pursuing a spiritual path that his mother told Ādityā that he 
would always be a Hindu; the spirit of inquiry and self-discovery which animates that 
journey (which Ādityā actively sought) sits in an interesting and tense juxtaposition with 
his frustrating experience of feeling controlled by his parents regarding religion. It is 




dominant (global) context of Western religion, which his parents may have felt more 
acutely raising their children in the West.   
Ādityā felt like Buddhism was “pretty universally respected”; the only tensions 
arose around the politics surrounding Tibetan Buddhism, but he didn’t really get involved 
in those conversations.  Ādityā reflected upon the media stereotype that Buddhists are 
wiser, “being cool and above whatever. There's a little bit of that Eat Pray Love thing 
about it.” He noted his skepticism towards people “who dabble...and seem interested in 
the status that a spiritual experience confers, more than actually engaging [in] something 
really difficult. I got into it because I like puzzles, to be honest.” He gravitated towards 
Buddhism because it felt less dogmatic, freer flowing, and also because of the embodied 
practice.   
     At my temple, you chant for an hour, and then you meditate for 30 minutes, 
and then you do it again for 40 minutes, and you do a walking meditation for 10 
minutes, and I think just sort of not even entering into a discussion or doing a 
satsang or whatever, just doing something really bodily, is really good for me too. 
 
 Tweed (2008) proposes that since 1945, the American news media has 
interpreted and represented Buddhism as “individualistic and pacifist and in harmony 
with shared cultural values,” including the image of the “solitary meditator,” which sits in 
contrast with how Hinduism and Islam are represented. Mitchell (2012) observes that 
Buddhism is often used by the media as a pacifist prop, to negotiate pre-existing tensions 
between liberal and conservative narratives about religion. He also notes that secular 
scholars of Buddhism are amplified by the media, while scholar-practitioner voices are 
silenced. Rindfleish (2005) critiques the popularization and consumption of Eastern 
philosophies as New Age “commodified product[s] of self-actualization” (p. 348) in 




resulting insecurities at the expense of deep spiritual practice and reflection. Ādityā’s 
frustration with the superficial performance of Buddhism emerged from his context of 
authentically pursuing rigorous Buddhist spiritual practices.  
As an adult, his parents became more open-minded and accepting of his personal 
spiritual journey, which “paved the way for me to have a much more congenial 
relationship with Hinduism.” He had come to appreciate Hinduism (in theory) as a set of 
beautiful principles, which were quite influential on him.  He enjoyed the philosophical 
aspects (“a lot of philosophy, a lot of the ideas were really rich, really heady”), and while 
he hesitated to call himself a Hindu, he recognized that Hindu principles were a part of 
his life. “I think my mom’s right, to some extent.”  Ādityā remembered an incident from 
summer camp; he was hanging out with some Saudi Arabian kids and as they were laying 
on the lawn, he pointed to something with his foot. One of the other kids reminded him 
that pointing with his foot was disrespectful. Ādityā realized that he had forgotten about 
that “because I was mostly around non...I was around Americans.” His parents taught 
him to take things with his right hand (that it was more auspicious), and he remembered 
having a hard time explaining this to his friends, who would retort, irreverently, “What? 
You always wiped your ass with your left hand?”  Ādityā reflected upon the norms of 
when to use the left and right hand in Hindu culture, with connotations of respect. “In a 
hyper-rational world, nobody cottons to it that much I guess.” Ādityā recognized that 
religion was the most significant part of Indian culture that was baked into his experience 
of being Indian, in addition to a strong sense of responsibility to his family. “My parents 




really trust them.’.” He described this message as “a refrain”; he wasn’t sure if this was a 
part of general Indian culture or particular to his family.  
Ādityā, a musician, always loved Indian classical music. He recalled listening to 
Yesudas, Jagjit Singh, Lata Mangeshkar, and M.S. Subbulakshmi a lot.  
Ādityā I loved that stuff. 
 
Indu Mhm! Every Saturday morning, the Suprabadham was playing. 
 
Ādityā Yeah! Right, like all day! I really liked it. So, the music was great. I 
thought the music was great.  
  
As his relationship with his parents regarding his own spiritual practices 
improved, Ādityā found that he could engage with Hindu philosophical principles with a 
deep appreciation and feel connected, even if he didn’t refer to himself as Hindu. He also 
recognized that religion was a foundational part of being Indian (Joshi, 2006a, 2006b). It 
is significant to note that colonization rendered the Americas predominantly Christian; 
the United States is predominantly Christian in numbers and in inscribed systemic values 
(Joshi, 2020), and Christianity is the dominant global religion (Hackett & McClendon, 
2017). As a result of this norming, Christianity may be a less mentioned part of dominant 
American identities, making religion appear less foundational.  Ādityā recognized that 
Hinduism played a significant role in his upbringing; he described removing his shoes 
before entering any home, not pointing with his foot, and taking things with his right 
hand as examples of this. He also appeared to ascribe a colonial lens on these practices, 
contrasting them with “a hyper-rational world,” leaving out the possibility that these 
practices may emerge from a different (e.g. non-Western) onto-epistemological rationale 
and not theological belief.   A performing musician, himself, Ādityā was drawn to the 




while growing up.  This music is considered spiritual or devotional expression and is 
often sung in Sanskrit, which is based on the vibrational impact of sound on the system 
(Frawley, 2012). Ādityā’s expressions about his connections with religion and culture 
imply a complex field of onto-epistemological plurality that is revealed when Hinduism 
and Buddhism are taken up as knowledge traditions and not religions.  
 
Concepts of Learning and Teaching 
 
 
Ādityā’s journey to teaching came on the heels of an undergraduate degree in 
music.  He secured a graduate position in the music department, working in the chorus 
and teaching Ear Training for a music theory class. He discovered that he really enjoyed 
working with the students in an intro class who had never taken music before. “The 
simplest things were extremely exciting to them, you know, so that was very gratifying.” 
He had been surprised by how much he liked the teaching part of his job, particularly 
interacting with people. “I kinda fed off their energy.” He realized he had some skill in 
instruction, and that “I liked sort of running a room and creating a classroom culture.”  
The seed for teaching had been planted. Ādityā moved to New York and started working 
as a substitute teacher, then as a teaching artist on a per diem basis, then in the after-
school program at Harlem Children’s Zone for a year. Despite his degree in music, 
Ādityā did not become a music teacher. “It’s really hard to get an arts education degree 
and get a job in New York City, so I kind of just I was daunted by that.” He also realized 
that it would be hard to get an arts education degree subsidized, and he didn’t want to pay 
for his teaching degree. In 2011, he joined the Department of Education through the New 




His parents were skeptical at first, but then he guessed that they might have 
considered it a practical step away from music. Because he had been working per diem 
jobs that were somewhat unpredictable, his parents were glad that he might have a stable, 
permanent position as a teacher. “I think it was really meaningful that my uncle had been 
a teacher and they had seen him live you know, for all intents and purposes, a really good 
life! So... the bar had been set low enough!”  Still, they wondered what career he might 
build in education. Ādityā offered to them that he might pursue a PhD and become a 
professor, because that was something they respected.  He had, however, developed an 
aversion to academic elitism and politics while teaching at his college after graduating.  
“I realized that there’s a side to academia, sometimes people can be really nasty and little 
bit Ivory Tower so I came out of that thinking I didn’t really wanna be in [academia.]”  
By contrast, he found teaching to be a rewarding profession for which he was well suited. 
He reflected on the lack of respect for the profession. 
Ādityā  Perhaps it’s respected for the humane qualities that people might think you 
bring to it, you know, but perhaps it’s not, it doesn’t have prestige in the 
way that being a doctor or lawyer or something like that has prestige in 
society, insofar as probably you had to compete academically to get there, 
etcetera. 
 
Indu So it’s sort of virtuous, but not necessarily professional.  
 
Ādityā Yeah. Exactly, that’s really what… 
 
Indu That’s how we talk about things in the Ivory Tower! 
 
Ādityā [laughing] Sorry! 
 








Ādityā described his teacher education program as unsatisfying, with too much 
focus on theory and not enough on practical skill-building. He felt that his learning was 
most enhanced by his peers and his connections with certain professors.  As a teacher, 
Ādityā had developed a practice of “acknowledging people’s individuality” both in and 
outside of what they were studying, and finding ways to have them express their 
individuality. He also made sure to find a way “to express to them that...my sense of who 
they were was not contingent upon them doing well in my class or anything like that. It 
was more contingent upon like their character or their ability to bring it.”  Ādityā felt this 
way of relating was more natural for him; he liked meeting and working with young 
people. He quickly realized how human connection was important; when he tried to get 
through lessons without centering students, “those relationships were not as productive.”  
While Ādityā and his parents share a love for education, he acknowledged that 
their conceptualizations of teaching and school were actually quite disparate. While he 
espoused a constructivist approach, his parents’ educational experiences were based on a 
rote learning model; he mused that this didn’t “sound the most conducive to freer 
thought, freer form to thinking.” Still, he recognized that free form thinking might 
actually be difficult for some learners. He talked to his parents about his teaching, and his 
dad had viewed some of Ādityā’s video lectures for computer science. “He hears me talk 
teaching.” He described how his father—at the age of 71—was studying health 
economics and management, so that he could do policy work. “But he needs to know a 
lot of math, and I was kind of writing him a course. So, they understand pedagogically 
how I work and think in that regard.” He didn’t think his parents had a deep 




and racially diverse, and quite different than the community in which they had raised 
their children. Although they hadn’t come in to see him teach, he imagined that they 
would want to, and that they might be unsettled by both his teaching style and the student 
population. “If they had come by and seen the day-to-day, they would have been pretty 
shocked.”  
Like Bhavāni, Ādityā felt compelled by the dialogical, relational aspects of 
teaching and learning. The relationship-building he described related to his students and 
less so to their parents, which he attributed to the fact that he taught high school and not 
very young children. Quin’s systematic review of the literature on the link between 
teacher-student relationships (TSRs) and student engagement (2017) revealed that, while 
healthy TSRs support student engagement depending upon various contexts at individual, 
school, and family levels, adolescent student outcomes depend on an equal balance of 
TSRs and teacher instruction (p. 376). Ādityā articulated that he developed healthy TSRs 
to engage students in meaningful conversations about their personal goal setting and how 
coursework supported those goals.  He also reflected that it was his personal connections 
with peers and certain professors during teacher preparation that supporting the most 
meaningful and fruitful learning for him, reflecting a social constructivist approach to 
learning to teach (Lave & Wenger, 1991), including the teacher education literature on 
feedback (Sharpe et al., 2003) and communities of practice (Dinsmore & Wenger, 2003). 
Ādityā also critiqued the disproportionate number of theory-heavy teacher education 
classes, stating a preference for more practical courses (Liston, Whitcomb, & Borko, 
2006).  This was situated with a critique of and self-awareness about the elitism of 




2010). He thought that his parents might be concerned about the communities in which 
he taught, aware of the sociocultural gaps (Asher, 2007; Gordon 2000; Rong & Preissle, 
1997); this is made more complex by Ādityā’s own statement that he is more fluent in 
Spanish than in Tamil, touching upon the literature about the Asian American fear that 
their home culture will be replaced by school culture if they join the teaching profession 
(Gordon, 2000; Nguyen, 2008). However, while Ādityā spoke about the lack of respect 
for the teaching profession, he also reflected that his parents probably felt reassured that 
at least a teaching position would provide him job stability; this sits in contrast to the 
literature that Asian American parents deter their children from teaching because they 
wish them to pursue higher status professions (Gordon, 2000).  
 When Ādityā considered the ways in which being Indian American impacted his 
teaching, the first thing that came to mind was his parents. He recalled that his father read 
to him from a very early age. “It’s like amazing, it’s probably like the best gift I ever 
had.” He described growing up in a house where the importance of studying and being 
educated was consistently emphasized. Ādityā considered a love of education a “culture-
wide value,” acknowledging that some Indian Americans get caught up in competition 
and prestige, which he felt obscured the more significant aspects of Indian American 
culture that related to education and learning—curiosity and inquiry. “I’m from a culture 
where we, where a lot of us have we’ve reaped the deeper the benefits of studying and 
learning about the world and I wanna share that you know?” 
This foundational relationship with learning and teaching informed Ādityā’s 
commitments as a teacher. One of those commitments was to meet students in the middle, 




from me, and then I’m gonna try to deliver. You know. And if I haven’t delivered, I 
will...I will acknowledge the mistake. And I think like kids hearing that, that can be really 
good for our relationship.” Ādityā stressed the importance of letting his students know 
that he was fallible and that he would work hard to make time for them. He was clear on 
having boundaries around his relationship with his students, but also that they could talk 
to him about their lives if they wanted to.  Ādityā went on to describe “this background 
conversation that we circle back to periodically” that connected his students’ aspirations 
with habits, lifestyles, and practical skills that might be linked with classroom learning. 
He developed a practice of checking in with his students after science lab to find out how 
they had related to different aspects of the process, such as measuring or being 
meticulous about the steps of the experiment and their observations.  He would ask them 
if they liked the math part of it, or if they “actually even relish hitting obstacles, like in 
problem solving and working your way around them?” He would try to discern if his 
students were more social thinkers, “talking about people, reading about people, debating 
about society, etc. Do you like protecting those things?” He talked to his students about 
how many professions don’t involve constant study. “So being a lawyer would involve 
protecting folks and having a good sense of history but it would involve a lot of other 
things. It would involve a meticulous eye for like language or something like that.”  
Ādityā felt it was important to center conversations with his students around this kind of 
self-awareness, particularly because he would often hear his students question the 
relevance of what they were learning in his math and science classes. “You’re not gonna 
use this. You’re also not gonna read Shakespeare unless you really want to, after you 




resourceful.” He also found it important to his teaching to assess how his students related 
to different processes. “It helps me answer the “why are we here” question which is such 
a hard one, you know.” 
During our first group dinner, Neerajā had brought up educational journalist Dana 
Goldstein’s The Teacher Wars (2014), and Ādityā noted that he had also read it. Neerajā 
described Goldstein’s exposition of how the teaching profession was reduced to one of 
caring when it became feminized, and how that led to the idea of teacher as nurturer 
instead of teacher as intellect. Neerajā and Satyā proceeded to go back and forth in a 
somewhat tense conversation advocating for content expertise (Neerajā) versus 
pedagogical content knowledge (Satyā). Ādityā remained relatively quiet, mostly 
refraining from sharing his viewpoints and experiences; he occasionally piped in to 
appreciate that this was a space where differing viewpoints could be shared.  He 
expanded on his ideas later on in the WhatsApp group, offering that he enjoyed hearing 
the different viewpoints on what made a “good teacher” and also learning about the types 
of schools and teaching philosophies everyone inhabited. He noted our consensus on the 
fact that most teacher preparation programs had “a strong and reductionist ideological 
bent” which disallowed alternate philosophies, citing Teach for America versus a 
traditional theory-based teacher education graduate program as examples.  Ādityā 
preferred a free-market approach to teacher education, “where many systems are free to 
experiment in how they grow teachers and educate kids.”  
While Ādityā did not express a neoliberal approach in defining school success as 
test scores, he did seem to express a free-market approach to teacher education (Cochran-




futarchy (Hanson, 2000) in the WhatsApp group. Futarchy is a theoretical form of 
government where market speculation estimates the welfare policy proposals that would 
be most beneficial, leading to enactment, and the government’s role is to measure 
national welfare. He shared that what he found interesting about futarchy was that 
     If you accept the premises of futarchy, you accept that there is large scale 
“preference falsification” among people when they are surveyed...The basic idea 
is that people are likely to be swayed by the status implications of their positions 
more than what they actually might believe, and as a result are prone to falsehood. 
 
Ādityā’s rationale behind a free-market approach to teacher education (and social 
welfare in general, it seemed) was motivated by a drive to find real solutions that 
genuinely benefited society. What informed this approach was a desire to work around 
the pressure to appear to conform to socially accepted ideas and also not get caught in the 
apparatus of bureaucracy; in other words, have institutions answerable to people. Given 
everything Ādityā had shared about making genuine connections with his students, 
focusing on their effort and not their performance, and helping them plan for their own 
future success by nurturing self-awareness and the skills and dispositions they needed to 
nurture to get there, it seems unlikely that he was measuring their success, or the success 
of education in general, with test scores (e.g. Cochran-Smith & Villegas, 2015).  
Ādityā was happy to have met other Indian American teachers through the study, 
particularly because “I had a very adversarial relationship with my identity, I think I 
mentioned early on.” He wrote his college application essay about being called a coconut 
in high school, because he hung out with a lot of non-Indian people, unlike other Indian 
American students. “Now I'm a little bit more philosophical about it or whatever, but at 
that point, it really pissed me off.” Aditya shared that conversing with other Indian 




impacted his teaching. At times, our group conversations had given him pause to reflect 
upon the connections between aspects of his teaching and his upbringing or being Indian. 
“That was maybe the coolest part.” This echoes the need for more research and 
communities of practice within subgroups of Asian American teachers (Chen at al., 2009; 
Lee 2006; Philip, 2016; Takaki, 1993; Wing, 2007), the unique experiences and aspects 
within the subgroups, and the need for Asian American teachers to have more 
experiences in teacher education to explore their identities and how that might impact 
their teaching (Philip, 2014).  
 
Immigrants and Immigration 
 
 
Ādityā was still “sifting through” his own views on immigration. He recognized 
that “the paper of record” seemed to support looser—and possibly even a complete 
removal of—restrictions on immigration. While he didn’t necessarily like the idea of 
“turning people away,” he did acknowledge the economic consequences and structural 
implications of open borders.  “It doesn’t feel unreasonable to try to be really thoughtful 
about how such a process takes place.” He was wary of “opening the floodgates” and not 
being able to support people well.  Ādityā observed that while much of the conversation 
was about almost entirely about “the border,” his experience in the New York City 
system taught him that there was a lot more work to do once people entered the country, 
and insufficient conversation about that. Ādityā had written college recommendation 
letters for DACA students whom he had taught or coached in his old school, who had 




He felt like they were surviving almost solely because of their diaspora community, 
citing the Dominican community in Washington Heights as an example. 
     So, there’s this opportunity, possibly, to like to live at like subsistence level, on 
under-the-table wages or like you get work with your friends’ cousin or you know 
something like that and upward mobility doesn’t necessarily exist or at least it 
doesn’t exist for a long time, you know? 
 
Ādityā surmised that a result of this diaspora-based subsistence was that there was 
little opportunity and interface with people outside the community who might support 
greater immigrant independence. He acknowledged that independence might not even be 
a goal, but that having interacted with folks in this very situation, he recognized that “it 
seems very difficult to navigate the system as an outsider.”  This is where Ādityā was 
interested in interrogating and participating in conversations about immigration.  “Of 
course, I don’t want refugees to just like hang out and be at the threat of death. But I do 
want to figure out… sustainable ways to help people after they come in.” 
Public institutions like schools are sites where subjects are governed, impacting 
immigrants’ families in particular ways, including how their citizenship and belonging 
are influenced and shaped (Bartlett et al., 2015).   Immigrants rely on a host of cultural 
strategies to navigate schools, including social networks such as family, diaspora, and 
language connections.  Even if they overcome obstacles such as fear of being surveilled 
and heavy work schedules for parents, immigrant families may find that school principals 
and teachers have little patience and willingness to help older family caregivers like 
grandparents.  Immigrants parents may be reluctant to communicate with teachers if they 
feel they are being judged by them, particularly because their children’s teachers may be 
limited to English proficiency; these silences may, in turn, be interpreted by teachers as a 




Schooling in Subtractive Times: Bilingual Education and Dominican Immigrant Youth in 
the Heights, Bartlett and García (2011) describe how Washington Heights’ Dominican 
diaspora community established political power by electing a Dominican to the New 
York City council; leveraging that power, in combination with active school board 
engagement, the community was able to transform George Washington High School into 
Gregorio Luperon High School, a bilingual school that embraced immigrant families with 
strong leadership and committed and continuous community support. Of course, one 
example of a community does not translate into a policy for all immigrant communities, 
even if it does provide one roadmap. Ādityā did not extrapolate finalized conclusions 
about immigration policies and immigrant agency with institutions based on his 
observations and experiences; he was curious to know more and understand it better and 
felt there was insufficient conversation about these lived realities.  Narrative plentitude 
supports a richer, better informed, and more generative understanding of how immigrant 
families and communities experience and engage with social institutions like schools.  
This kind of scholarship helps navigate and enliven the meaningful, honest conversations 
that Ādityā sought in conversations about immigrant lives.  
One of the biggest areas of contention between Ādityā and his parents was around 
the politics of his parents and their peers. “This one's like a richer sort of problem...It's a 
problem of understanding.” He found that this group seemed to adhere to “this sort of 
same center right type of conviction...like a bootstrap mentality.” He thought that the 
need to cling to this narrative led them to judge other immigrant groups. He described 
Indian society as homogeneous, adjusting to stratified when I pushed him to think if 




over here, and then within that, it's stratified once again once they get here.”  His parents’ 
peer group was comprised mostly of wealthy doctors.  “So, I think the simple narrative is 
probably the one that you might hear from Americans here, which is that maybe Asians 
and South Asians are a little bit racist.” But Ādityā was skeptical that this assessment 
truly captured the phenomenon, which he described as “some sort of heady brew of 
experience...an experience in homogeneity and then completely different experience in 
heterogeneity, and just fear I guess.” He guessed that his parents and their friends were 
afraid of losing something that was meaningful, especially the idea of giving their 
children the best life possible.  “These are all things that I'm guessing went through my 
parents' head, particularly my dad's.” 
Indu:     And so, when you talk about the heterogeneity of the US and their 
experience here, or how they're constructed here in society, what are you 
thinking of? Are you thinking of just in the Indian diaspora? Or are you 
thinking across- 
Ādityā  Across other races, you mean? Hm. I tend to lump maybe in an unfair 
way, a lot of Asian cultures, because I think that what I'm latching onto, is 
like joint family systems of thinking and communal systems of thinking, 
and also high conscientiousness and agreeableness. You know?  
 
Ādityā theorized that there were certain cultural behaviors that immigrated with 
diasporas, and that these cultural behaviors formed a lens through which his parents and 
their peers evaluated other diaspora cultures; this included particularly sharp judgments 
on cultures they perceived as individualistic   He hesitated, acknowledging that he didn’t 
know much about Central and South American cultures, before expressing that he 
thought there was something “different that I think Asians notice and disabuse 
themselves from. And that's what's going on between different immigrant groups over 
here.” He shared that his father was a community doctor, often treating patients that 




Ādityā thought people might attribute his father’s attitude to racism, but he wasn’t 
entirely sure that this was an accurate diagnosis.  “There's something unseemly about the 
way he talks about them,” and Ādityā felt that his father certainly had some things to 
learn about systemic disenfranchisement of groups of people. “And I feel like I can say 
that having spent 10 years teaching poor kids in New York of all stripes.” But he felt like 
there was something more complex than simply racism to unpack as a part of this 
learning, related to the valorization of bootstrap mentality that his father had internalized.  
The bootstrap mentality that Ādityā observed in his father and his peers can be 
linked back to the “nation of immigrants” narrative that emerged during the Kennedy era 
(Jacobson, 2006), which transformed the voluntary white European immigrant into an 
archetypical immigrant who was able to achieve the American Dream, advancing the 
premise of American meritocracy. Jacobson notes the allure of status politics for those 
who have achieved economic mobility but are frustrated by the lack of social acceptance 
within the white, Protestant-dominant society.  This group is particularly threatened by 
rapid social changes that might threaten their status (p. 186). This pairs with the 
phenomenon that Ellen Wu explores in The Color of Success (2015), unpacking how 
Asian Americans leveraged Cold War era politics and participated in the model minority 
myth, which was a stark departure from the overtly racist and xenophobic narratives and 
policies they had faced for decades prior. Advancing the premise that they were law-
abiding, hard-working communities was at the heart of this narrative; this was often 
intentionally portrayed in contrast to other communities of color, an interest convergence 
(Park & Liu, 2014) with the dominant groups in power, who were looking to exploit 




Nguyen’s (2014) analysis of how U.S. domestic policies and practices towards ethnic 
minorities justify and are informed by U.S. foreign policies. In this case, the goal was to 
fortify the notion that the U.S. was a model of equity.) It is powerful to note, here, that 
while Ādityā seemed to have his finger on the complex inter-diaspora dynamics at play, 
he did not immediately reduce his analysis to racism as the motivating factor; instead, he 
referenced a “problem of understanding” systemic disenfranchisement in combination 
with a fear of “losing something meaningful.” (Tanya Basu [2020] explores how Asian 
Americans use Slack groups to explain racism and Black Lives Matter to their parents, 
but it seems like Ādityā was more interested in dialogue with his parents than explaining 
to them.) He offered this same generosity, openness, and empathy in unpacking and 
working through complex and oftentimes difficult social phenomena throughout many of 
our conversations. He also theorized about a possible clash between collectivist and 
individualistic cultural norms, a possible window into his transnational consciousness.  
Segueing more broadly into politics, Ādityā expressed fascination about where 
different immigrant groups fell on the political spectrum. He recognized that there were 
some Indian Americans who were actively pro-Trump, and he wondered if it had to do 
with business interests. Even amongst the Indian Americans he knew, he didn’t think it 
was about anyone feeling bowled over by Trump, but they did think things were 
generally better under his administration and planned on voting for him again. He 
wondered if other diaspora communities that found financial prosperity in the United 
States, “living the American Dream,” and voted to protect that.   Towards the end of the 
study, Ādityā had shared in the WhatsApp group that while his parents didn’t vote for 




distrustful of black & Hispanic folks.” He hypothesized that this was because they came 
from a relatively homogeneous racial community, but that he couldn’t quite grasp it and 
sought more information.  The other participants didn’t respond to him directly, although 
two of them brought up during their exit interviews that they hadn’t known how to 
respond. Ādityā later reflected that he “kind of tried to stir the pot a little bit more than 
most. Maybe that's my personality, but I just wanted to talk about stuff really, is why I 
did it.”  He understood why there was radio silence in response; it was a lot to expect 
people to engage in a chat after meeting only once. Still, he had hoped that his fellow 
participants had been open to discussing a difficult topic. “At least the case with me, I'm 
a little more up for it. And I'm comfortable in disagreement and stuff like that. So, I 
wish... I guess it's more of like a wishing [that they had engaged] than a surprise [that 
they hadn’t].”  
Citrin et al. (1997) found that personal economic circumstances had little impact 
on people’s attitudes toward immigration and immigration reform, which were more 
influenced by generalized feelings about different immigrant groups.  In a comprehensive 
telephone survey study of Asian American voters after the 2008 presidential election, 
Ramakrishnan et al. (2008) found that while race did play a role in how people voted, its 
effects “paled in comparison to other factors, most notably party identification, issue 
preferences, and gender.” They also found while vote choice varied dramatically by 
national origin (p. 226), Asian American voted predominantly Democrat (e.g. 81% of 
Indian Americans voted Democrat in the primaries). Using the same 2008 telephone 
survey data set, Samson (2015) discovered that when Asian American voters perceived 




immigration reform that created citizenship pathways for undocumented immigrants (p. 
129), which seemed to align with Ādityā’s contemplation. Samson also noted that while 
this discourse often focuses Mexican immigrants, the Philippines, Korea, China, an India 
were among the top ten countries of origin for undocumented immigration. Finally, 
Badrinathan et al. (2020) contend that while despite the pervasive narrative that Indian 
American voters are abandoning the Democratic party because of Donald Trump’s 
relationship with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, they found no empirical 
evidence to support that claim. Their survey study found that 72% of Indian Americans 
plan to vote for Biden, with U.S.-born Indian Americans slightly more inclined to 
identify and vote Democratic than their Indian-born counterparts. They also found that 
U.S.-India relations was very low on their list of priorities when making their choice. 
However, as this was an internet survey study and not a phone survey, there is a 
possibility that this study oversampled young, liberal voters.  
Ādityā expressed his personal struggle engaging in generative discourse with his 
parents not only about their political differences but around their worldviews. He saw his 
participation in this study as an opportunity to engage in some of these difficult 
conversations, even offering his parents’ complex views on immigration in the WhatsApp 
group, perhaps as a way to relate to or understand intergenerational dynamics. While he 
had hoped for more engagement, he understood how people might be reluctant to engage 
after only having met once in person. Ādityā’s longing for difficult conversations recalls 
Brydon’s pedagogical approach of pushing against a culture of politeness and engaging in 









Ādityā shared rich narratives about his family, both in India and their arrival to 
the United States, the ways that they remained connected across transnational social 
fields, and how that was complicated through domestic concerns and dynamics about 
race, patriotism, and politics. He described his own relationship with being Indian 
American as being fraught, particularly in tension with what he felt was his parents’ 
dogmatic attachment to tradition; at the same time, he felt authentically connected to 
Indian classical music and philosophical traditions.  He also felt pulled to explore his 
ancestral roots in Kerala; his transnationalism went beyond the social field and was 
tethered to the land itself.  Ādityā’s perspective on immigration policies was less focused 
on “the border” and more focused on ensuring immigrants were able to successfully 
navigate institutions and systems once they were living here; he referenced the stories of 
immigrant families he knew, observing that their support (or subsistence) came from 
diaspora connections rather than social institutions; he worried about the sustainability 
and fairness of these lived realities.  
Ādityā’s transnational consciousness manifested in a consistent humility and 
openness that he might not have all of the information, even if he felt strongly about a 
phenomenon or situation (e.g. the treatment of women in India), or that he might be 
biased in how he was reading situations (e.g. contemporary Indian politics). Ādityā 
actively sought different points of view, advocated for narrative plentitude, and was not 
afraid of discussing potentially controversial topics. During our conversation about 
Sabarimala, the Western feminist gaze, and identity-based analyses, Ādityā shared an 




end of his exit interview, he asked me to keep sharing articles and media that would 
provoke non-dominant ways of thinking for him. From adolescence on, Ādityā was clear 
in wanting to carve his own path in terms of his identity, religion, and relationships.  
Ādityā consistently spoke about the importance of the relational aspects of 
learning, in terms of his own educational experiences (through teacher education) as well 
as what he both enjoyed and felt was effective in his classroom. He was just beginning to 
unpack how his Indian upbringing might inform his teaching, referencing a curiosity and 
love of learning that he attributed to Indian culture. He expressed that this was not 
something he had really spent time thinking about, and that he appreciated that the study 
gave him the opportunity to reflect upon this; at the same time, he felt disappointed that 
the other participants did not seem ready to engage in deep dialogue in the WhatsApp 





INTERLUDE II - ADHIKĀRA 
 
 
At the close of his exit interview, Ādityā and I discussed the Sabarimala case. 
about this after the close of his exit interview. Ādityā’s family is from Kerala, and while 
he was not familiar with the temple itself, he was familiar with the case. We spoke about 
the Western separation of the divine from human from animal from earth, and the 
problems this caused.  The topic was left unfinished, but there was something incredibly 
powerful about how he was open to interrogating the contours of his analysis, to wonder 
about how he might understand it differently. 
Contemplating Indian society and leaving out religion would be like thinking 
about American society and ignoring race.  When I started learning more about religion 
in India and the predatory conversion tactics of missionaries there, a friend pointed out a 
shocking fact that had been sitting right under my nose. In protecting the freedom of 
religion, the First Amendment of the United States Constitution does not protect the right 
of a community or an individual not to be converted and does not give a community or an 
individual the right to defend themselves against conversion. The freedom it protects is 
the right to practice one’s religion. And, certainly, nowhere does it acknowledge that it is 
exactly the enactment of the Christian missionary mandate to proselytize and bring others 
into the fold that was the cause of so much colonization, epistemicide, and violation of 
indigenous rights, right here on this land. In fact, it is only because the dominant religion 
is a missionary one that this is rendered invisible as a so-called natural expression of 
religion (Sharma, 2012).   
Similarly, the U.N. Declaration of Human Rights article on religious freedom 




not protect the right to practice a religion without converting or to protect oneself or 
one’s community from conversion.  “Western human rights discourse has yet to fully 
accept the fundamental right of someone not to be made an object of proselytization (in 
the process of manifesting a religion) as a fundamental religious freedom” (Sharma, 
2012, p. 79). Both the United States government and the United Nations hold an open 
bias towards missionary religions, (e.g. Christianity and Islam), crafting documents that 
appear to be just.  In reality, they uphold the rights of missionary religions to the 
detriment of non-missionary religions (e.g. Judaism and Hinduism) in the name of 
freedom, with the weight of epistemic hegemony as their gavel.  
Of course, this missionary work doesn’t always happen so overtly. The West has 
been distorting and digesting the epistemes of the East through its narcissistic gaze for 
centuries (Bergeton, 2019; Juluri, 2015). Living as a Hindu American, I bear witness to 
its brazen and audacious manifestation on a regular basis. Yet it goes largely justified and 
even celebrated as liberal and progressive in the face of an alleged regressive orthodoxy. 
The Gordian knot is pulled tighter by the rendering of identity as the omniscient 
authority, when, in the case of missionary work, it is onto-epistemology that is under 
attack.  “Kill the Indian, save the man” (Churchill, 2004).   
I think about this every time I come across “decolonizing yoga” conversations in 
social justice spaces, in an industry that brings in over nine billion dollars annually in the 
United States alone (Lange, 2020). The discourse inevitably centers “people of color” and 
increasingly justifies an anti-Hindu bent. Simultaneously, the Academy does not ask 
scholar-activists who take up the Western iterations of dharmic traditions to acknowledge 




historical scholars from the Western academy, this would be intolerable. It would be 
branded as plagiarism, the stealing of knowledge, and they would cast out. Yet, not only 
is this passable work in the Academy, it is encouraged under the banner of so-called post-
lineage yoga (e.g. Wildcroft, 2020). Moreover, it appears to have become acceptable to 
leave Hindus out of the conversation entirely. Routledge, a British publishing house, just 
released its first handbook on Yoga and meditation (Newcombe & O'Brien-Kop, 2020).  
While the list of authors was diverse, not a single Hindu scholar or representation of 
Hindu epistemology was included in what was billed by Routledge as a comprehensive 
sweep of the history of yoga and “yoga and meditative techniques” (abstract).  Not only 
is yoga a Sanskrit word, it is foundational to the philosophy of Hinduism; by using the 
reductive term technique, the British editors continued a longstanding anthropocentric, 
colonial tradition of reducing the entire indigenous onto-epistemology to a religion, and 
then observing it through the lens of behaviors and performances.  I wrote a Facebook 
post about the exclusion of Hindu voices and epistemologies (Viswanathan, 2020), which 
a professor friend in the UK (whom I met through a global academic mothers Facebook 
group) shared. Almost immediately, another professor from the same group, of Indian 
descent with a Hindu name, commented on my friend’s share (in personal 
communication, 2020) that I was trying to exploit diversity vernacular, making vague 
allegations that I was motivated by Hindu nationalism.  This was seconded by another 
professor—a white, non-Hindu man—who commented that he had heard that Modi’s 
government had emboldened Hindus to make power grabs and claim everything as 
Hindu. (To be clear, I never suggested that the handbook ought to be written solely by 




however, was when the Hindu-named professor asked if she, who had never read the 
Vedas, was more qualified than a Muslim scholar who had. To begin with, the Vedas are 
not a written text, even if they have been transcribed, and they are not understood simply 
by being read academically. Second, when practicing Hindu scholars have been 
methodically excluded from the study of Hinduism in the Western Academy (Adluri, 
2011; Adluri & Bagchee, 2019, The New School, 2017), is it responsible for non-Hindus 
to advance their careers at the expense of Hindus? Is it responsible and rigorous to 
exclude the voices of descendent and stewards of an indigenous onto-epistemology based 
on a demographic statistic and perceptions about an administration? What happens to the 
collective perceptions about Hindus and Hinduism when a diversity of practicing Hindu 
voices are consistently excluded from the discourse and this exclusion is justified by 
claims of diversity and inclusion?  
The voices that get amplified are the ones that tell stories about Hinduism that 
sound familiar. As I was in the very early stages of formulating my ideas for this study, a 
court case about Sabarimala, a Hindu temple in Kerala, India, began filtering into the 
mainstream Western press. According to the articles and to the social media chatter, the 
temple was misogynistic because it would not let women who were of menstruating age 
enter. Feminists across the world united in this cause; this was an outrage. Images of an 
enormous chain of Indian women protesting the temple’s rule surfaced on Facebook, 
shared with inspired commentary from Western feminists about how all religious 
orthodoxy was patriarchal, and how there was a reckoning of women’s equality rising 




But something didn’t sit right for me. I understood the inherent patriarchy of the 
one male god-in-the-sky Abrahamic religions. But Hinduism balanced the feminine and 
masculine divine, inside and out. There was no Shiva without Shakti. This wasn’t just 
foundational, this was everything. There are hundreds of temples across India that are 
dedicated to the feminine divine; there are rituals and observances that are solely for 
women where men are not allowed. There is even a temple dedicated to the process of 
menstruation. There were men who were devotees of female goddesses and women of 
male gods; there were transsexual gods. There were regional practices, local gods with 
local stories inasmuch as there were shared ones. Hinduism was a massive collection of 
local practices, as far as I understood. And temples were not given meaning by 
congregants; there is no such thing as a congregation in Hinduism.  Temples were 
connected directly to the earth, to the energetic lay lines, to the deity. We were present to 
the temple, not the other way around. So, who were the women in that line? Were they 
devotees of Lord Ayyappa, the deity of the temple?  
In my search to understand what was happening, I came across the work of J. Sai 
Deepak, an articulate and bold lawyer, who represented several parties in the Sabarimala 
case.   His argument blew me away. Not only was he representing two groups of female 
devotees of Lord Ayyappa, he was also representing the rights of Lord Ayyappa, who 
practices celibacy. This, in itself, was a powerful decolonial stance. He argued that the 
rights of the deity were preserved by the laws prohibiting the government from 
interfering with the practices of a religious community if the community supported them. 
In fact, as I dug deeper into the articles and watched several debates about the issue, one 




who were devotees supported the practice. The issue had come down to identity versus 
epistemology. In the eyes of the Western press, identity ruled, identity meant Adhikārā 
(authority). Moreover, it was the secular onto-epistemology—which separates the Divine, 
humans, animals, and the earth—that animated this view. In the end, the Supreme Court 
ruled in favor of the petitioners seeking to change the rule, despite the wishes of the 
Sabarimala community. The social justice community around the world cheered at the 
victory; Hinduism had been corrected. Google “Sabarimala” and you’ll find a string of 
articles from the Western press, and the English-language Indian press, that present a 
world where the female devotees don’t exist (or their beliefs are not valid) and the 
feminist protestors are fighting patriarchy. The press will make you think that Hinduism 
itself is patriarchal and that Lord Ayyappa is a misogynist. Of course, it didn’t help that 
the two women who were the first to make avail of the verdict by entering the temple 
were met with angry male devotees. It fed right into the narrative that Hinduism is 
misogynistic.   
This isn’t to say that there aren’t issues with women’s rights in India. It is a nation 
of over a billion people—there are going to be issues of all kinds. But to ascribe the issue 
of misogyny to this temple, to have the Supreme Court support this concept, and to have 
the world celebrate it—when no one who is celebrating it is an actual devotee—is a 
slippery slope of institutionalized epistemic violence premised upon identity politics that 
is frightening and dangerous. And, yet, when I tried to voice and unpack these concepts, I 
was accused by Western feminists of having internalized patriarchy.   When I wrote 




was Hinduism itself that was the colonizing force in India, and that I was being 
oppressive.  
Below are two descriptions of Hindu temples. The first is by a Hindu American 
educational scholar. She describes the material and stylistic features of a temple in 
Atlanta, Georgia. The second description is by an Austrian-born art historian who spent 
26 years teaching Indian art in Calcutta before moving to the United States. She describes 
the meaning of the temple’s architecture. I include these examples here not to suggest 
that identifying as Hindu does not inform one’s grasp of the epistemology. 
     Often traditional buildings sprang up to replace or supplement earlier 
establishments that-because they used preexisting or rented facilities-did not bear 
an external resemblance to traditional structures. For example, a mandir (Hindu 
temple) was established as part of the Indian Cultural and Religious Center in a 
former church building outside Atlanta in 1986; it is a rectangular building made 
of corrugated steel. In 1993, the Hindu Temple of Atlanta, built to have the 
architectural style of Venkateshwara temple in southern India, opened its doors to 
the community. Both mandirs continue to operate today (Joshi, 2006, Chapter 1, 
para 9).  
     Indian temple architecture, in the fullness of its development, establishes in 
spatial terms an intellectual and actual approach to the Supreme Principle of 
which the deity is symbolic. The statue is the manifestation (arcā-avatāra) of the 
deity through a concrete work of art (mūrti), and the building is its body and 
house. Images are given shape by sculpture and painting, whose inter-relationship 
expresses in line, proportion and colour the love (bhakti) to which gods and myths 





Chapter VI - NEERAJĀ 
 
     Oriya is considered an endangered language, and so I do think it's something 
that I would definitely want to pass on [to the next generation] ....my mother has 
published books in it. It's just such a big part of her legacy and such a big part of 
my growing up.  
 
Neerajā and I were sitting across from each other at a trendy Brooklyn eatery that 
was on her bucket list; she had suggested that we meet for brunch for her exit interview. 
Her eyes aglow, Neerajā emphasized words like endangered, books, and legacy, while 
speeding through others, as if her sentences were made of darting fireflies that were just 
learning how to make themselves glow. It was a cadence I had come to cherish in the 
months I had known her, a reflection of her exuberant passion; Neerajā’s excitement 





Neerajā was talking about learning Oriya, the regional language of her family’s 
home state in India—Odisha (formerly Orissa). Orissa, a large kingdom for the better part 
of the first millennium of the Common Era, was divided by the British into three parts in 
the 1850s. While the local vernacular was designated for the medium of elementary 
school instruction across the rest of the Raj, the British chose Bengali for Orissa’s 
system. This led to an intense two-year debate between Bengali and Oriya intellectuals 
about language and textbooks (Mohanty, 2002, p. 4), a struggle of power, colonial 
language policy, and resource allocation. The resolution had implications on the unity of 
Orissa’s civilizational culture, including not only the survival of its language but also its 
religion, arts, of Oriya consciousness. When they were younger, Neerajā and her two 




literate. “I lost so much of it and I didn't really pay attention because I was too young to 
appreciate what was happening.” As an adult, she discovered that it was endangered and 
decided to learn. She bought purchased Learn Oriya in 30 Days at an Indian store and 
had been going through the lessons. “I think part of [the reason it’s endangered] is that a 
lot of Oriya speakers don't necessarily see the value in specifically learning Oriya,” 
opting for Hindi instead.  
 When she was a child, her mother used to scold her with an expression that 
stemmed from the Bengal-East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) tensions from her childhood. 
That expression landed somewhat pejoratively in the United States, without the historical 
context, and she had pushed her mother to soften it, even though it was in Bengali and 
her peers here wouldn’t understand it.  When she was younger, she and her friends would 
do impressions of their parents, using Indian accents, (“the petenking-style”), “because 
sometimes they really, truly do say ridiculous things.” Her mother had a running speech 
“about how we are [in an Indian accent] ‘aadicted to the tv’.” Neerajā chuckled, 
remembering how much fun it was to use the accent, and noted that her parents had also 
just learned how to pronounce certain words differently. But when she got to college, a 
friend who was also second-generation Indian American pointed out that the accent she 
was using was clearly exaggerated. This gave her pause. A few years later, she learned 
that Apu (from The Simpsons) was voiced by Hank Azaria. “The idea of a white guy 
doing an impression, making fun of my father...spoke to me.”  
Unlike Bhavāni and Ādityā’s parents, Neerajā’s parents were concerned that their 
children maintain some of their heritage language, including through lessons, not only as 




strong cultural ties (Liang, 2018). This, in combination with Neerajā’s discovery that 
Oriya is an endangered language, coupled with her desire to maintain her mother’s legacy 
as an Oriya author, reveal the transnational social field within which Neerajā’s 
relationship to Oriya sits. Moreover, given the history of Oriya, and Neerajā’s complex 
awareness of its entanglements with colonization and with Hindi and its subsequent status 
as an endangered language, her commitment to learning Oriya and passing it on to her 
children is distinctly decolonial.  At the same time, Neerajā was aware of how the 
historical context of the pejorative term that her mother used would not be known by her 
peers; even though her mother was speaking in Oriya, and her friends wouldn’t be able to 
understand it, Neerajā held (in her consciousness) the discomfort of knowing what they 
might think about her mother if they did understand; this compelled her to ask her mother 
to adapt her language to the environment around them.  
Neerajā’s observations about her relationship to her parents’ English, specifically 
their accent, reflects a complex decolonial, transnational context as well. She recognized 
that her parents learned to “pronounce certain [English] words in a different way”; they 
were taught to speak in English in a post-colonial nation, where English became 
associated with the language of higher education (Krishnamurti, 1990). Even though her 
parents arrived to the United States with English proficiency, she was keenly aware that 
their accents stood out and how that might be perceived. DeJesus et al. (2017) found that 
young bilingual children prefer American-accented English to French or Korean-accented 
English, regardless of their own language dominance. Gluszek et al. (2011) found a 
strong relationship between self-perceived “[non-native English] accent strength” and 




(This recalls Bhavāni’s story about the Bangladeshi immigrant drugstore clerk.) 
Neerajā’s joking about her parents’ accented English may have been linked with concerns 
about a sense of belonging (for her and her family). Subsequently, when her college 
friend held up a mirror to her caricaturizing of their accent, and she discovered that a 
white actor was mocking the same accent, she recognized that this was creating exclusion 
and encouraging a form of xenophobia. What make this particularly complex is that her 
parents didn’t speak “non-native” English because they learned it at a later age (DeJesus 
et al., 2017); rather, they learned it in a post-colonial setting where English is an 
unofficial national language and is spoken by an estimated 10% of the population, 
making it the second highest population of English speakers in the world, after the United 
States (Brooks, 2017). Chand (2009) unpacks the global social authority that the United 
States commands vis-a-vis standardized English (including reasons of employment); she 
argues against the notion that the value placed upon American-accented English is 
contingent upon the devaluing of local Indian English practices. Instead, she offers that 
global language identities can co-exist with local ones in a symbiotic relationship (p. 
395). (Chand examines this in the context of Indian call centers, the irritation that 
Americans feel towards Indians about the migration of jobs to India, and how Indian call 
centers provide American accent classes for their employees to mitigate this tension.)  
Considerations about the global status of standardized American English, the complex 
relationships between postcolonial nations’ heritage languages and the language of their 
colonizers, American attitudes about the outsourcing of jobs to the global workforce in 
postcolonial nations like India, and how these factors may, in turn, complicate domestic 




their children, are an everyday manifestation of transnational language consciousness that 





Growing up in a Hindu household, the rules and norms felt arbitrary to Neerajā 
because she didn’t understand the reasons. Her parents would sometimes give her reasons 
that she described as “mythological”; for instance, having one’s bed face a certain 
direction was linked to the story of Ganesha. Neerajā initially didn’t believe in the rule, 
but she later discovered that the same directional rules are a part of “Fung Shui culture as 
well and how it has to do with alignment with the Earth's axis.” Once she learned that this 
was why these Hindu stories existed, she had a deeper appreciation that meaning was 
being conveyed through a rule that emerged from a story. Neerajā shared an incident 
about the Oriya Hindu festival of Kumar Purnima. The holiday celebrates the handsome 
Lord Kumar, brother of Ganesha, son of Shiva and Parvati. 
     The whole idea is that unmarried females will fast and pray that Lord Kumar 
blesses them with a husband, fair and handsome. You have to time your prayer so 
that if it is right when the moon is in the sky, you got a perfectly aged husband. If 
you wait too late, you get an old husband. 
 
Neerajā didn’t recall how the tradition started, but she found it to be fun. She 
didn’t think of it as a “scientific way of finding [herself] a husband,” but noted that 
fasting can cleanse and rejuvenate the system, and the poda they ate to break their fast 
was particularly delicious. Also, she saw that it made her parents happy. “That's kind of 
my perspective on this particular aspect of Hinduism. Love a lot of it. I love the 




religion, it was what you made of it.  She did feel that there were patriarchal aspects of it, 
such as avoiding prayer during menstruation.  
Neerajā  But, also, it's what you make of it. We have female priests now.  
Indu            And we used to have female priests before we were colonized. 
Neerajā described one Kumar Purnima when she was hanging out with some of 
her old friends from college and one of her friends asked her to explain to him why she 
was fasting. He began asking her questions about Hinduism “with an audible air quote.” 
She responded by asking him to address the tone in his question. “Do you really think 
this is any less religious than Baptism? Like, is this any less religious than the 
Resurrection of Jesus?” While her friend acknowledged his bias, it was a painful 
conversation for Neerajā, especially because she recognized that he only accepted her 
holiday when she distanced herself from it scientifically. I remarked to her that perhaps it 
had been encoded in this way because finding a husband is something socially relatable, 
and this was a way of encouraging a practice of periodic fasting and also keeping 
people’s bodies attuned to the phases of the moon. We talked about how Ayurveda had 
been encoded through ritual as a way of conveying empirical indigenous knowledge in 
order to survive colonization.  
Neerajā Yeah. I mean, so much of Ayurveda, we have written into these very 
ritualistic manners, but maybe just, this is the way they could convey their 
research. Because we've been around for thousands of years, and we've 
had writing for thousands of years. We've had research for thousands of 
years. We didn't have a whole Dark Age where knowledge was lost. 
Indu:             And also, that knowledge was intentionally attacked. People tried to erase 
it so there had to be a way of passing it down. So, what we see now is, the 
ways in which Hinduism and that knowledge survived all of that 
attempted erasure, right? So, you can't just take it at face value. You have 
to actually dig a little bit. 




Neerajā’s early disconnect from the significance of the Ganesha story, because it 
didn’t seem rational, and then later acceptance of its meaning upon discovery that it 
related to the earth’s magnetism, reflects, perhaps, an indigenous consciousness that was 
simply looking to for more information that her parents couldn’t necessarily provide 
(Joshi, 2006b). Her observance of Kumar Purnima, compelled by a desire to see her 
parents happy, a fondness for the poda, her awareness that periodic fasting cleanses the 
system, was characterized not by dogma, but by a sense of joy and fun, of feeling 
connected across a transnational social field through food, music, celebration, and story. 
This was a vibrant part of her lived experience and way of thinking about Hinduism—
that it was “what you made of it.” Like Ādityā’s practice of Buddhism, Neerajā’s practice 
of Hinduism was driven by her sense of agency, curiosity, and connection. Her 
fascination and appreciation for Ayurveda and for the research tradition of ancient Indian 
(and our conversation about the ways in which it was encoded because of colonization) 
reflected a framework for Hinduism that was more than theological or cultural—it was 
civilizational. While Bhavāni referred to Hinduism as “an organized religion” and Ādityā 
seemed to relate to it as a philosophical tradition, Neerajā understood Hinduism as a 
living, breathing system that incorporated rituals and routines that have a deeper practical 
meaning. Our brief interaction about contemporary and historical female Hindu priests 
reflected a shift to a decolonial gaze; not that Hinduism (theologically) needed to be 
saved from inherent patriarchy, but that contemporary Hindu society had to contend with 
its patriarchy, we had the agency to do that, and that there were historical examples to 
lean on.  This was a shift from the more typical modernist march towards progress and 




reflected the orientalist, Christian-normative gaze that practitioners of Eastern 
philosophies and religions must navigate regularly (Joshi, 2006b, 2020; Juluri, 2015); she 
found that in order to move through the conversation, she had to “distance [herself] from 
it scientifically,” performing it as a cultural phenomenon, rather than a cultural 
epistemology, for her cynical friend. The contrast of the joy and wonder I remember 
hearing in her voice when she spoke about Kumar Purnima and her friend’s cynicism and 
interrogation is painful for me reread and write about. The things we carry to make sense 
to others. 
Neerajā recalled an episode of The Office (Kaling & Arteta, 2006) during which 
Kelly Kapoor (Mindy Kaling’s character) is asked about Diwali. Kelly responds that, 
other than getting to wear a cute outfit, she didn’t know its significance. Dwight, a white, 
non-Hindu character, recites the story of Rama’s return to Ayodhya after fighting 
Ravana, the demon king (which is only one of the stories of Diwali). Michael, their white 
manager, cuts him off and says, "No, that's too weird. You're wrong.” Neerajā understood 
how the intensity of Hindu mythology might seem hilarious to a Western audience, “but 
also you can't treat it like that.”   
She remembered that when she was in first grade, a fellow student had 
approached her and asked her if she knew who Jesus was. When she said no, her 
classmate “talked to me about Jesus and Church and she even made me some informative 
pamphlets during art class, which she then gave to me to take home.” Neerajā went home, 
really excited to talk to her parents about Jesus. “I told my parents [laughing] “Papa, I 
wanna know about Jesus.” Her father simply said no. She remembered that he looked 




told me that I...I shouldn’t continue with this conversation with the other student.” I asked 
her if this kind of situation—having Christianity pushed on her—had come up again for 
her. She noted that it did, in that people didn’t understand her holidays, but she had spent 
a lot of time learning about Catholicism when she studied and taught French, as it was a 
big part of French culture. “It’s always been a little...kind of ...bitter point.” She felt like 
she had even learned about Judaism through different television shows, but her peers 
didn’t know why she celebrated her holidays. Because of her experiences, Neerajā noted 
that she made sure to be informed about the holidays that all her students celebrate and to 
wish them.  Neerajā remembered something her sister’s fiancé (who was white and 
Christian) had said during their wedding planning. Her father had asked him what his 
wedding traditions were, and his response was “Oh, you know, we just have the normal 
traditions.” Neerajā snickered as she responded, “Normal. So, in your normal religion.” 
Neerajā recalled teaching a seventh-grade student who was into the Percy Jackson series, 
who studied Greek and then Norse mythology, commenting to her that Greek mythology 
was best. “I was like, no it isn't. Do you know Hindu mythology? It is so cool.”  
Neerajā’s recounting of the Diwali episode evokes the complex phenomenon of 
embracing a Hindu identity under a Western gaze, in Western civilization, and in 
Western media. On one level, Kaling and her character are free to practice or not practice 
Hinduism however they choose. However, this was also the first time Diwali was 
featured on an American comedy series.  Kaling described that NBC executive were 
excited when they heard the pitch. “They were like, ‘What the hell is this holiday? I've 
never heard of it’” (Collins, 2006).  Diwali is celebrated by over one billion people 




the joke. Lauren Markoe of Religion News Service wrote that the Diwali episode of The 
Office “represents perhaps the brightest spotlight ever shone on Diwali in the United 
States” (Markoe, 2011); the only Hindu character on the show didn’t know anything 
about it, and the white man did. This sends a powerful message about who has authority 
and expertise regarding the meaning of Hinduism. Michael Scott’s initial response 
(“That’s too weird”) centers his meaning making and Western normativity; at the Diwali 
party, he makes himself the center of the celebration, and all of the Hindus celebrating 
seem gleeful and accommodating of this.  
Neerajā’s encounter with Christian proselytization in a first-grade public school 
class by a fellow student, her curiosity, and her father’s response, in addition to her 
brother-in-law’s curiosity and othering of Hindu marriage rituals (and casual norming of 
Christian ones, even though he was marrying into a Hindu family), reflect the everyday 
force of Christian normativity (and hegemony) that is faced by non-Christians (Joshi, 
2020). Her father’s upset response and silencing of the topic reflect the complex, difficult 
tensions that immigrant parents are forced to face, or guide their children through, but are 
not always equipped to handle.  Unlike some of the participants in Joshi’s study (2006b), 
Neerajā didn’t try to fit Hinduism into a Christian mold, despite regular encounters like 
these.  Instead, she engaged the intellectual advantage that Spivak (1992) described, 
rejecting Christian normativity and turning the gaze back in an expert decolonial move, 
both with her brother-in-law and in the conversation with her friend about Kumar 
Purnima. She did this, again, with her student, by decentering white normativity and its 




Neerajā was bothered by “what people understand, or think they understand, of 
the caste system” and felt that her American peers were not able to distinguish between 
its authentic manifestation in Indian society and “what colonialists made of it. It wasn't 
the extreme that they made it to specifically divide us...We had cognizant, competent 
leaders who understood the importance of religious tolerance.”   She was also frustrated 
with the ways that Hinduism was portrayed as a dead religion, an ancient religion, “and 
that it's this whole weird, pagan thing,” and the stereotype that Indians are all “super 
spiritual.”  Despite her interest in Hinduism, Neerajā didn’t study world religions in 
college. But she did remember that in K—12, Hinduism was addressed as if it was 
outdated and ancient, “not that it is a current religion that continues to evolve, that 
continues to be one of the largest world religions.” She remembered being bothered that 
they studied Hinduism in world history class and not U.S. History class.   
She had recently visited a hummus stand at a farmer’s market; one of the 
hummuses had turmeric as an ingredient.  “Love that, love haldi, very familiar to me.” 
The vendor noticed her eyeing it, and said to her, “Oh yeah, people like to act like 
turmeric is such a recent thing but actually it's been around for like a hundred years.” 
Neerajā chuckled as she recalled thinking that he was trying to be “woke” but operating 
off of misinformation.  “It's been around for thousands of years. It appears in my Vedas. 
It appears in our Hindu literature. I was like, this is what Krishna would use.” I noted that 
to that person, a hundred years seemed like a very large timeframe.  Neerajā nodded, and 
commented about how when she attended yoga classes, the instructors, in their well-
intended efforts to explain Hinduism and the spiritual aspects of yoga, often ended up 




very practical aspects to Hinduism. She and her sister had once had a conversation about 
how the more ancient religions tended to be more ritualistic, and that some of the rituals 
had very practical purposes.  She gave an example of Hindu and Jewish rituals of bathing 
before prayers, and how the built-in hygiene of purification ceremonies helped both 
communities survive plagues.  
     Now people are trying to embrace so many of the concepts that I just grew up 
with, as like a, “Oh yeah, this is wisdom.” Having that turmeric, it helps to calm 
your nerves and its part of what you put in turmeric milk to go to sleep. It's like, 
yeah I know that. It's been a thing. And remember when years ago I had someone 
tell me that my house smells like curry like it was a bad thing? And now your 
house smells like curry and you love it?  
 
Situating Hinduism in the past, as a “dead religion” and a “weird pagan thing,” 
and not a part of American history (despite translations of Hindu texts going as far back 
as President John Adams’ library (Goldberg, 2013)) is the continuation of the colonial 
trope. This locates indigenous traditions not as viable and contemporary onto-
epistemologies that embraced fair governance and plurality, but as obscure, exotic, and 
strange artifacts (Juluri, 2015) that needed correction, serving, simultaneously, as a foil 
for the modern (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018).  The extreme colonial bias in Indology and 
South Asian studies departments in the United States (Adluri, 2011; Adluri & Bagchee, 
2015) filters into the K—12 curriculum and textbooks that many of these teachers would 
have received as children growing up in the United States. Embedded in this is the 
rationale for colonization and colonial extraction, enmeshed with the justification for U.S. 
imperialism (Nguyen, 2014) which is sometimes disguised as humanitarianism. Neerajā’s 
frustration with popular discourse around caste, which castigates the colonized and 
delivers impunity to the colonizer—and subsequently, the colonizing gaze—reflects that 




caste in contemporary Indian society. But, similar to Bhavāni and Ādityā, she takes issue 
with the whitewashed, ignorant ideas about Indian history and Hinduism that guide 
people’s strong opinions and the way that India and Hinduism are consumed by the 
Western gaze.  
Neerajā, like Ādityā, was frustrated with the commodification, erasure, and 
watering down of Eastern practices for the purpose of Western consumption (Rindfleish, 
2005) when interacting with the hummus vendor and the yoga asana teachers, particularly 
because she had been othered for some of those same things. Like in the episode of The 
Office, Hindu practices and knowledge became acceptable in dominant society only when 
they accommodated dominant norms. Moreover, her bemused reflection on the vendor’s 
conceptualization of “a long time” and the yoga teacher’s shallow interpretations 
reflected Neerajā’s deep awareness of a place and people with a rich, complex tradition 
that is more than ten times longer than the United States’ timeline. The vastness of this 
history in her awareness while navigating these moments was a part of her transnational 
consciousness.  
 
Growing Up Indian American 
 
 
 Neerajā grew up in a middle-class suburban neighborhood in Maryland. Near 
them lived a Bengali family, who “were our emergency contacts, pretty automatically, so 
it was nice to actually have someone with whom our parents actually spoke back and 
forth.” There were other kids around the age of Neerajā and her sisters in the 




whatever happened. We had a little creek or a pond. It was delightful!...It’s a really 
wonderful place to grow up. It really is.”  
One of Neerajā’s closest childhood friends was the daughter of her father’s 
college classmate. “I don’t remember meeting her. We refer to her as the fourth sister.” 
This friend was very important to Neerajā throughout her life, because she knew her 
parents and could relate to being Oriya. “I think it was just helpful to have someone who 
in some ways is sister like but in some ways is not...because it’s always weird to try to 
talk to your sisters about...what’s going on with your friends? What’s going on in your 
personal life?” She and Neerajā bonded over their confusion, parental pressure, and 
parental quirks. “My parents are a little bit crazy, of course everyone’s are, but it’s nice to 
have someone that truly knows and understands their quirks without actually being your 
sister.”  Neerajā remembered reading an essay written by a second-generation Indian 
American child in the OSA (Orissa Society of American) Journal about being a bridge, 
“where on one side there are red and blue flowers and on the other orange and green” 
(referring to the colors of the American and Indian flag).  While it was “kind of cheesy,” 
Neerajā also related to the Indian-American identity. “I know that not everyone likes the 
hyphen, I know that for example Bobby Jindal refuses to use any hyphen and instead 
prefers to just say American.” While some people prefer to say first- or second-
generation American, Neerajā referred to herself as an Indian immigrant or Indian-
American. We talked about how sometimes we discovered that we were “more Indian” 
than our counterparts in India or new immigrants to the U.S. “Especially because I'm 
fairly cultural. I play sitar, I do Indian classical dance, I know my stuff. I've read so much 




asked a question about a Hindu tale and got the answer wrong, and her father had asked 
his daughters. Neerajā had known the answer because she had read Amar Chitra Katha.  
Her father had been so proud, and Neerajā had wondered if Rahul Gandhi had read Amar 
Chitra Katha growing up like she had.  “It's not necessarily a raised here, raised there 
[question]. It's [more about] how did you engage?”  
Like Ādityā, Neerajā formed a significant childhood friendship with an Indian 
American; moreover, her friend was also Oriya, which made their bond even closer, and 
their mutual understanding even easier as they navigated their local social identity 
formation across a complex transnational social field that was also defined by their region 
of origin. One could assert that these are a kind of transnational epistemic friendship 
“produced through purposeful collective knowledge making” (Nguyen et al., 2016, p. 1), 
where “location is … multiply constituted and traversed by different social formations” 
(Grewal & Kaplan, 1996, p. 182). Not only did these connections help them navigate 
their identity and social locations, their shared social field helped them navigate 
collective transnational knowledge-making in a local context. This surfaced in Neerajā’s 
story about her Indian American friend in college who challenged her, perhaps, self-
colonizing thinking about her parents’ accents. It also emerged throughout the study, as 
her ways of knowing (and not just being and belonging) were multiply-situated.  
Neerajā’s description of being connected to India culturally, through music, 
dance, stories, sometimes even more than people living in India, reflects the complex 
transnational social field within which all Indians are embedded, and how we choose to 
engage within that. According to Neerajā, being Indian didn’t necessarily have to do with 




belonging to the history, an awareness of the living traditions, which could co-exist 
simultaneously while growing up in an idyllic Northeast American suburb. These might 
be considered a part of the onto-epistemological contours of transnational identity and 
consciousness. From that perspective, an Indian living in India might have a sense of 
being Indian but exert greater agency in belonging (to) the West (or Western onto-
epistemologies), particularly because of the ways that the West is enamored (Chand, 
2009) and exalted by some people in post-colonial nations as the paragon of modernity, 
liberation, and progress (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018).  
Neerajā was frustrated by reductive portrayals of Indians and Indian Americans 
‘being motel owners and Quickie Mart managers. It bothers me that there is a stereotype 
around what Indian cooking even means.” Neerajā was frustrated with the assumption 
that North Indian food and South Indian food was the same, noting that India was one of 
the few countries without a national dish.  “Meanwhile, chicken tikka masala, is 
considered the national dish of Great Britain.”  She found people’s fetishes about Indians 
to be particularly disturbing.  
     I mean, one time is too many, but it is disturbing how many times I've had 
people tell me that they're really into Indian women, and how they would just love 
to have one, to massage them, and to cook for them. It's like, what makes you 
think that this is something that someone wants to hear? 
 
Neerajā disapproved of Bobby Jindal changing his name from Piyush to Bobby, 
and had mixed feelings about Aziz Ansari (aside from the sex scandal). “Part of it is 
there's an article about The Big Sick, and Master of None, and those movies coming out at 
the time where it's this, South Asian man fetishizing the white woman.” She was 
frustrated that Ansari seemed to have a wonderful conversation with Tiya Sircar’s 




Like Bhavāni and Ādityā, Neerajā was frustrated with the media-informed, 
monolithic Western rendering of Indianness, including Indian cuisine. Her observation 
about chicken tikka masala was particularly significant. In 2001, the UK’s foreign 
secretary, Robin Cook declared it the national dish, symbolizing “multiculturalism as a 
positive force for our economy and society” (Singh, 2017).  Notably, chicken tikka 
masala is not actually Indian; Indian chefs invented it to cater to British taste buds during 
The Raj. “You get a formulaic idea of what an Indian dish is. It becomes a sort of spicy 
casserole” (Singh, 2017). (Singh also notes that there is no Indian dish exists called curry; 
it is also a British invention.)  Once again, as with Michael Scott in The Office and ill-
informed explanations about yoga and turmeric, the Western gaze, experience, and 
expertise is centered, taming and curating the exotic, until it is acceptable and palatable 
for its consumption. Even worse, like the monolithic categories of Indian American and 
Asian American, it is packaged and branded by the West as a celebration of 
multiculturalism, which has little to do with the authentic culture and experiences of the 
people themselves. Hidden by this process of globalization (i.e. Westernization), so-
called cultural evolution (which hints strongly at coloniality) and consumption are 
authentic expressions of and engagement with the source traditions, epistemic plurality, 
and narrative plentitude. What emerges from this is an expectation that Indian Americans 
perform the stereotypes that have come to be associated with us through the Western 
gaze; as Neerajā expressed, this can manifest in the form of fetishizing Indian American 
women that are not only associated with skin color, but with the specific cultural 
performances, such as massaging and cooking, that have become familiar objects that the 




men are portrayed as dangerous, a holdover from the colonial era (there, it was 
specifically Hindu men), a premise for the “white men saving brown women from brown 
men” rationale (Spivak, 1988). More recently, white feminism takes over the charge, with 
“white women saving brown women from brown men” (Nguyen, 2014). This is even 
further complicated by the media trope of brown men preferring white women, often 
reducing brown women as a justification (Agrawal, 2017).  
Neerajā’s older sister is one of the Indian American people she most admires. 
“She was in many ways my first role model.” She was impressed with Kalpana Chawla, 
the first woman of Indian origin to go to space.  She also mentioned Noor Inayat-Khan, 
an Indian princess who became a British spy during World War II. “I love stories like 
that. I love anyone...challenges media perceptions.” Other celebrities she had mixed 
feelings about were Mindy Kaling and Kal Penn, acknowledging that the intensity of her 
critique about their productions stemmed from a lack of sufficient alternatives.  She was 
also really bothered by the model minority stereotype that impacted Indian Americans 
along with East Asian diaspora communities, defining model minority as a form of 
“benevolent prejudice.”  She remembered an exhibit entitled Beyond Bollywood at the 
Natural History Museum, where she learned about an entire history of Indians in the 
United States that she hadn’t previously known.  
     I didn't realize that there were Indians that came over to build the railroads. I 
didn't know that there are Indians that came over, intermarried with Mexicans, 
and there's a whole subset of Punjabi-Mexicans. I didn't know that Indians came 
over as slaves as well. It was ... I didn't know any of that, and I remember 
simultaneously being thankful that I was learning it now, but also being upset that 
I didn't know it previously. 
Neerajā was frustrated by the assumptions that people in the United States made 




poverty, specifically. She talked about a super cyclone that hit Odisha in 1999.  “It was 
devastating, but they learned from their mistakes. They updated their evacuation system, 
they updated their infrastructure” (e.g., Srivastav, 2019). As a result, Hurricane Maria, 
which hit the Caribbean in 2017 (Gorman, 2018), was far more devastating in terms of 
deaths and infrastructure than the 2019 summer cyclone that hit Odisha (Singh, 2019). 
She described Bhubaneswar (Odisha’s capital) as “one of the most progressive cities in 
the world,” in terms of technology, eco-friendliness, and the arts.  “I just feel like people 
have this idea of India… [Indiana Jones and the] Temple of Doom village.”  Neerajā 
contemplated the concept of a developed nation, and how New Yorkers, who live “in a 
city where the only subway system is dirty” felt at liberty to make generalized comments 
about Indian dirtiness. When her Indian relatives visited the U.S., they were shocked to 
discover the regular production of pollution and waste from driving and use-and-throw 
consumerism, given how often the U.S. media commented on Indian pollution.   
Neerajā Oh, you know what recently bothered me, is people started making a big 
deal about the patra (palm leaf) plates and spoons. Like, “Oh my 
goodness, look at this eco-friendly revolution.” 
Indu             And meanwhile, we've been eating on banana leaves. 
Neerajā Exactly. We've been using those, but instead it was again, so much of the 
colonial remnants, and we're trying to be like the Brits, and we're trying to 
be like the Western society, so we stopped using patra. We started using 
the paper, disposable plates because that was supposedly better. 
Neerajā echoed Ādityā’s desire for narrative plentitude in Indian (American) 
stories and histories, to move beyond Bollywood, challenging media perceptions about 
who Indians are. Moreover, she found the reduction of Indian Americans to a model 
minority to be a reductive, “benevolent prejudice” that not only erased contemporary 




complemented Ādityā’s comment about “a billion people” and Bhavāni’s frustration 
about the erasure of (and disregard for) Indian history by American racial analysis. All of 
this, when put together, reflects the simultaneity of their transnational consciousness 
which holds both an awareness of what they know (and don’t know) about Indian 
(American) history, and their awareness of what is missing from American public 
discourse and imagination. This sits within a larger framing of the Global South and 
Global North that is defined by global modernization theory (Sackley, 2012).  The 
concept of developed and developing nations emerged during the Cold War, expressly 
linking development with economic progress. Cold War era anthropologist Robert 
Redfield questioned the morality of modernization as it was being used to categorize 
countries and gauge progress; unfortunately, his decolonial, plural approach to 
modernization was cut short by his premature demise, and the conversation, scholarship, 
and policies reverted back to the dominant Western epistemes.  
 I was fascinated to learn that not only is Bhubaneshwar a Smart City, as Neerajā 
shared, it has also joined the Urban95, a global child-friendly movement that centers how 
young children experience cities in their (retro) designing of public spaces and amenities 
(Weedy, 2018). I was curious to learn (but could not find) if the project engages local 
epistemes of children, childhood, and child development, and how they navigate the 
encounter between European and Indian experts.  When Neerajā’s family visited from 
India for her sister’s wedding, their reverse-gaze commentary on the air pollution and 
use-and-throw consumerism they saw sat in direct contrast with the image of a developed 
nation. Like the turmeric story, Neerajā was simultaneously amusement and frustration 




part of an “eco-friendly revolution,” even though they were a part of traditional Indian 
culture and then cast aside in order to modernize by following the West. Her 
transnational consciousness disrupted the modernist narrative of progress and, perhaps, 
also disrupted a self-congratulatory Western movement by evoking a decolonial 
recognition of its source tradition. 
 
Local and Distinct 
 
 
Both of Neerajā’s parents grew up in Orissa, which is 94% Hindu (Census 
Organization of India, 2011), but migrated to large urban centers (Mumbai and 
Bengaluru), where they pursued their doctorates. Her father immigrated to the United 
States around 1989—1990, when he was offered a post-doc position at the University of 
New Mexico. He was soon followed by Neerajā’s mother and her older sister. Neerajā 
was the first in her family to be born in the United States. Her mother then got a post-doc 
position at Johns Hopkins, so her family moved to Maryland, where she grew up.  
Neerajā described a conversation she once had with her friend’s dad, a Bengali 
American, who assumed that her mother ate meat because she had grown up in a region 
of Odisha that was close to West Bengal. (The rest of Neerajā’s family is vegetarian.) 
Neerajā had been insulted by the suggestion that Oriya had somehow been influenced by 
West Bengali culture and not the other way around. “But like, all of Eastern India likes to 
claim it as part of the culture. Technically it's called Odisha because it is Oriya. That's 
why we are the land of a thousand temples because it's a whole temple-based dance...that 
comment has stuck with me for some time.”  We talked about the tensions and specific 




recalled Henri Tajfel's social identity theory, which “suggests that we seek out a positive, 
distinctive social identity.  And so, not only do I want to make sure that Oriyas are 
viewed favorably...we want to be distinct from Bengalis.” She remembered meeting 
someone at a training once, and when she had introduced herself, he had asked if she was 
Bengali because of her last name, which is common in Bengal.  “My immediate response 
was a very icy, “No, I'm Oriya.” And to be fair, he had done a fellowship in Bengal, and 
he was actually fluent in Bengali. So, I think, I know that he was just trying to bond with 
me about this but, no. I'm distinct from that.” Neerajā emphasized that Oriya culture was 
a very important part of her identity, “especially because my parents are very culturally 
and artistically minded.” Neerajā had completed her mantrapravesh in Orissi and had 
learned how to play sitar. She and her sisters participated in various Oriya drama 
productions. Her family had always been very active in the Oriya social and arts scene.  
They went to the mandir once a month for a bhajan program, and when she was growing 
up, they’d visit India once every two or three years.  
Tajfel’s theory, that a person’s sense of who they are is based on their group 
membership (Tajfel, 1974), is embedded within transnational social field theory.  Just as 
with Ādityā’s and Bhavāni’s stories, Neerajā’s family’s migration story moved between 
rural, suburban, and urban sites in India (and in the United States). Robert Redfield, the 
mid-twentieth century anthropologist who did field work with Indian scholars on rural 
and urban Indian culture (Sackley, 2012), found the little traditions (folk, rural, regional) 
to be in a dynamic, dialogical relationship with the great traditions (urban, more 
universal).  




     [Indian civilization] developed a “great tradition” of art, philosophy, and moral 
inquiry out of continuous interplay with the “little traditions” of [its] folk 
societies. The ultimate measure of any society’s modernity[...] was not economic 
development, technology, or particular legal or political structures. It was instead 
the ability of its people to fashion moral values by integrating their own great 
traditions and new ideas. (p74) 
 
Neerajā’s connection to her Indianness was grounded in the regional (Oriya) not 
because a there is not a pan-Indian identity, but because her Indian consciousness was in 
concert between the pan and the regional, ancient and contemporary, finding expression 
through arts, such as drama and dance (Vemsani, 2018), that are unique to Orissa.  
Moreover, this connection to tradition was not simply a holding onto the past, but a part 
of the dynamic, “evolving worldview” that had as much to contribute to contemporary, 
cosmopolitan conversations about morality and modernity as did dominant views from 
the West (Sackley, 2012, p81). This harkens back to Andreotti’s decolonial critique 
(2014) of hegemonic social justice education that is linked with prevailing notions of 
modernity that cast tradition as anti-modern. This illuminate, even further, the need for 
narrative plentitude in understanding and amplifying the complex experiences and 
transnational social field of immigrant teachers, and how the transnational consciousness 
of a diversity of Indian Americans can contribute greater epistemic plurality and 
decoloniality to this conversation.  
Even the small group within this study represents four distinct regions of India. 
The lived cultural epistemic diversity that works in concert with a broader, civilizational 
identity that is dynamic, disrupts Eurocentric notions of nation and national identity (Elst, 
2014a; Sai Deepak, 2020b, 2020e). It also subverts a prevailing discourse that the concept 
of India did not exist before Indian independence from the British, which has led to the 




South Asian studies scholars in the United States have attempted to erase ancient India 
from American textbooks (AB Wire, 2016) in the name of authentic representation. 
 
Learning and Teaching 
 
 
Neerajā’s maternal grandparents aren’t literate. Her mother was the first in her 
entire family to finish high school, and went on to receive a doctorate. When Neerajā was 
growing up, her mother was her first teacher. Neerajā and her sisters attend Saturday 
morning classes to get ahead of their school classes.  She remembered learning the order 
of operations from her older sister when she was in kindergarten. She reflected on how 
the “commitment and emphasis on how education can be a powerful, transformative force 
has come from being Indian American,” but then noted that it might come from “just 
being my mother’s daughter.” Neerajā was grateful for the specific things her parents had 
passed along to her, citing her father’s curiosity and skill with technology and her 
mother’s cooking skills and multilingualism, which included Oriya, English, Hindi, 
Sanskrit, and Bengali. “That, to me, is remarkable. I love that.”  She did notice that there 
was an enthusiasm for learning across her Indian American friends’ families, as well, and 
wondered if that was because of the “brain drain immigration policies that happen when 
you are coming from India to America.”   
Neerajā has been teaching for six years, since she graduated from college at the 
age of twenty. I asked her what inspired her to become a teacher. “It’s something I’ve 
always loved. I love learning.” and sharing her learning process with others. She was also 
curious about metacognition and learning sciences, which led her to pursue a Masters in 




program, she became involved with a youth organization that ran leadership workshops, 
including ones on neuroscience. And she also began working with an organization that 
conducted neuroscience workshops with elementary, middle, and high school students 
around Montreal. She “loved that the most.”  Neerajā was very passionate about 
neuroscience.  
During her final year of college, to “mostly assuage my parents,” she worked as a 
medical assistant at a pediatrician’s office, which convinced her that she didn’t want to 
practice medicine. She found the most enjoyable parts of the profession were teaching 
and research. “I’m too indecisive and anxious to handle the responsibility of making a 
diagnosis,” which was also why she didn’t want to be an educational administrator.  “I 
love being a teacher. I have no regrets about what I do. I love what I do.”  Neerajā’s 
parents, on the other hand, “still tell me I can always take the MCAT. It’s never too late 
for med school.” Her mother’s compromise is that she would like Neerajā to pursue a 
PhD. “In fact, when I told my parents I was doing this study, my dad said, ‘Oh, you know 
what you need to ask her? How she did a PhD, how she got into that PhD program, 
because you need to do that.’”  
Like Bhavāni and Ādityā, Neerajā continued to feel parental pressure to pursue a 
career with a higher status than teaching (Gordon, 2000), and like the other two, while 
she was open to exploring possibilities, they were still within the field of education; 
Neerajā expressed a contended confidence that she was in the right place. Like Ādityā, 
she expressed that her parents’ love of learning was what inspired her to see education as 
a “powerful, transformative force.” Having experienced this ethos across other Indian 




by American “brain drain immigration policies,” immigration policies that attract 
workers and students who have particular skills and competencies (Migration Policy 
Institute, 2020). This echoed what my father had said about immigration being a source 
of labor for the United States. At the same time, the fact that Neerajā’s mother was the 
first to person in her family to graduate from high school subverts the monolithic 
misconception that all Indian immigrants to the United States emerge from families with 
educational privilege.  
Neerajā doesn’t have a degree in education; before her MS in Neuroscience and 
Education, she received a BS in Biology and Mathematics. “The MS is actually more 
along the lines of learning sciences and basically trying to bridge the divide between 
neuroscience research and education applications.” Her teaching experience was in 
charter and private schools that did not require a degree in education or certification. “So, 
I’ve kind of gotten around that.” When she graduated from college, she started off in the 
D.C. Teaching Fellows program, where the main learning-to-teach text was Teach Like a 
Champion by Doug Lemov. “I was twenty when I graduated college, and I didn’t know 
what to do with that. I couldn’t go to happy hour with the other teachers, I felt weird 
about how close these students were to me in age.” She ended up leaving the Teaching 
Fellows program and interviewed for a high school teaching position at BASIS, a 
national network of private pre-K—12 schools (BASIS, 2019).  Her demo lesson was a 
success and she was soon enrolled in their two-week teacher training program, “where 
we, again, read Teach like a Champion by Doug Lemov.”  
I had the opportunity to visit BASIS while touring middle schools for my eldest 




believe in teacher education” before asking me what I did for a living (in personal 
communication, 2015). This deficit attitude towards formal university-based teacher 
preparation aligns with Doug Lemov’s approach and brand. Teach Like A Champion 
(TLAC) has become the premiere guidebook for the charter school networks that have 
emerged alongside the teacher education reform movement; the movement aptly critiques 
the vast majority of formal teacher education programs for a lack of hands-on teacher 
preparation while over-emphasizing theoretical coursework (Otterman, 2011).  TLAC is 
endorsed by charter school leaders and Wendy Kopp, the founder and CEO of Teacher 
for America. TLAC’s website states that the program provides “a set of techniques, a 
shared vocabulary, and a framework for practice that equip teachers to achieve dramatic 
results with their students. Our resources are used by schools throughout the world” 
(TLAC, 2020). Lemov’s framework centers classroom management and discipline, which 
reduces teacher education to a technical trade, while measuring its success with the 
neoliberal metrics (i.e. test scores) that are normalized in the public domain and troubling 
to teacher educators and teacher education researchers (Cochran-Smith & Villegas, 2015) 
Lin Goodwin described it as training, rather than education. “It dumbs down teaching, 
and takes us back a few steps, in terms of our struggle in the profession for teachers to be 
seen as professionals” (Otterman, 2011). While Lemov claims that his approach and 
philosophy are ideologically-neutral (Lemov, 2012), despite the fact that the teachers 
who emerge from these programs are primarily white, the students they teach are mostly 
black and brown, and the pedagogy promotes a “broken-windows approach” to teaching 
(Treuhaft-Ali, 2016). By reducing teachers to uniform technicians, all speaking the same 




including obedient behavior and testing outcomes, TLAC perpetuates a pedagogical 
epistemic hegemony that runs counter to an anti-colonial education stance. This becomes 
even more complicated when considering immigrant families, where parents may emerge 
from post-colonial education systems that still operate in the shadow of colonial 
education systems that resemble this ethos.  This is particularly profound when 
considering TLAC’s entanglement with the Teach for All network, which has a presence 
in many post-colonial countries, including India.  
 Neerajā attributed most of learning how to teach to observation of other teachers, 
particularly one teacher during her BASIS training who demonstrated the Saxon Method. 
The Saxon Method is a pedagogical approach to math that involves teaching new 
concepts incrementally, with regular, intense assessment and review (Glavin, 2018). 
“Watching that demo lesson and being able to talk with that specific person, that kind of 
early-career mentor has been...the most important person in terms of making me the 
teacher I am.” Neerajā continued to seek mentorship from that teacher, even though she 
moved to a different state; she integrated frequent comprehensive assessments into her 
regular teacher practice. “I make sure that they are forming connections between terms, 
between concepts, between subjects even...interdisciplinary research is very important to 
me.”  When I asked her about her experience to educational theory, felt she had gotten 
helpful information from the neuroscience research she read and the developmental-
cognitive neuroscience course she took, particularly because she ended up teaching high 
school. Her thesis work during her Master’s degree was on “neuroscience applications, 
adolescent education, looking at emotion regulation, looking at decision-making for this 




showed that the Saxon Method was effective in retention, “but it’s not necessarily the 
best for creative thinking.” To supplement in this area, she read Ken Robinson’s Creative 
Schools (Robinson & Aronica, 2016) and literature on divergent thinking, “because that’s 
the big thing we need with this modern economy.”  
Like Ādityā, Neerajā felt that the most resonant and effective ways of learning to 
teach emerged through mentorship (Smith & Avetisian, 2011) and communities of 
practice (Dinsmore & Wenger, 2003; Lave & Wenger, 1991). To fill in the gaps she felt 
from her TLAC training, perhaps as a result of the ethos of learning she had picked up 
from her parents, Neerajā leaned on her degree in child and adolescent development and 
sought inspiration from Creative Schools. Creative Schools critiques the industrial 
character of educational systems, the school reform movement, and standards culture; it 
disrupts training-oriented paradigms for learning and student-centered ones.  There is also 
a specific focus on valuing the individual as a distinct entity; even the social component 
is addressed through the active, compassionate citizen. Despite Creative Schools’ 
emphasis on individual happiness and flourishing, Neerajā connected the ideas of the 
book back to “this modern economy,” reflecting a school-to-workforce conceptualization 
of the purpose of school, even if the “modern” implied that the economy was comprised 
of non-traditional jobs.  
Neerajā’s commitment as a teacher was for her students to feel respected and 
encouraged, and to engage in genuine learning and inquiry and not rote learning. She also 
wanted her students to gain clarity on how to “make the world a better place.  I want to 
make the world a better place!” She shared that she was very strict about people keeping 




12 building. She found that her conversations with students about language inevitably led 
to deeper conversations about self- and social-awareness, and about something even 
deeper than following the rules—understanding the rules.  
Neerajā noted that when teaching critical media analysis and psychology, she 
preferred using examples and media that reflected her experiences as a child of Indian 
immigrants, like The Problem with Apu, because she speaks to the media knowledgeably 
in class discussions. She said she would feel inauthentic showing her students a 
documentary on “what it’s like to be black in America and then try to discuss this with 
them!”   Her experience as an Indian-American has sensitized her teaching in other ways, 
including the pronunciation of names.  She remembered how substitute teachers would 
become so confused saying her name.  “My name, for the record, is phonetically spelled! 
But people go crazy with it. I don’t know why! It’s phonetically spelled.” As a teacher, 
on the first day of school, she would ask her students to tell her what their name is and to 
make sure she was pronouncing it correctly on the attendance sheet; she also asked 
students for their preferred pronouns.  
When Neerajā started at the high school, she had a surprising experience in math 
class. Up until then, her older sister would teach her what she was learning in math to 
reinforce her own learning. Moreover, Neerajā’s mother has a Ph.D. in mathematics, and 
Neerajā had found that math had always come easily to her; she had been one of the more 
advanced math students. She had been convinced she would follow in her mother’s 
footsteps. But when she got to pre-calculus, she found herself struggling in math for the 
first time. She was convinced that she’d continue to struggle in calculus the following 




didn’t “know past pre-calculus level material” and wasn’t able to answer Neerajā’s 
questions.  She carried her lessons from this experience into her own teaching. Neerajā’s 
advice to new teachers was to remember what it was like to be a student and “having a bit 
of modesty and being willing to learn and adapt your own curriculum.” She brought it 
back to the power position of a teacher, and how important it was for teachers to 
remember what it was like to be a student not only because it was empathic but it also led 
to more effective teaching.  “‘Be the teacher you wish you had.’ That’s such an important 
part of my personal teaching philosophy[...]I had a miserable precalculus year, I don’t 
want that misery for anyone else.” She hoped that people went into teaching because they 
wanted to improve the educational experience for others.  “So, remember who you were 
as a student, remember what you wanted as a student, remember what it’s like to be a 
student.”  
Throughout the study, Neerajā articulated a critical awareness of systemic issues 
along lines of race, gender, ethnicity, and sexuality that was often informed by her own 
life. She found it “interesting and teachable” that young men had been raised to have 
knee jerk responses, instead of thinking deeply about rape culture and power dynamics 
and how they affected everyone.  She reflected upon the fact that woke culture had 
become a kind of script, rather than an awareness.  Neerajā learned, from her own 
experience in math, that disciplinary content knowledge was essential to good teaching. 
She transformed her frustration from ninth grade math into an awareness about teaching 
high school math. Neerajā repeatedly engaged her own experiences to inform her 
teaching practices and the way she related to her student, so much so that she preferred to 




studies students, rather than media that reflected the experiences of another community.  
This ties back to Kohli’s (2012) discussion of the need for intergroup conversations 
between teachers of color, since they do not share a homogeneous experience. It also 
echoed Philip’s call (2014) to engage Asian-American teachers’ experiences in 
developing their teaching practice. Neerajā’s engagement of her person experiences 
seemed to be personally compelled, and not something that emerged specifically from her 
teacher preparation; Gatti (2019) connected teacher performance with how much 
teachers’ prior experiences were engaged in their teacher preparation.  Neerajā’s 
conceptualization of learning emphasized a path towards active citizenship, as 
emphasized in Creative Schools (2016).  She modeled inclusive practices and 
belongingness in her classroom, incorporating her own experiences of being excluded 
and othered. Neerajā reflected on how her holidays had been unknown to others and her 
name had been mispronounced by substitute teachers. While Bhavāni adapted her name 
when in the company of her non-Indian people to make them comfortable, Neerajā 
rejected this accommodating approach, making her awareness a part of her teaching.  She 
made a point of learning the correct pronunciation of her students’ names, extending the 
logic towards gender identity as well.  Like Bhavāni and Ādityā, Neerajā valued feeling 
connected to her students; like Ādityā, this stemmed both from empathy and because she 





Neerajā observed that many people she knew seemed to have strong opinions 




heard people reducing immigration to “a one-sentence statement”: “‘We should close our 
borders; We should make the process faster’, ‘We should make exceptions for this; we 
shouldn’t make exceptions for this’.” Neerajā was attuned to the nuance, diversity, and 
grey areas that she felt were a necessary part of the immigration discussion and a natural 
part of the lived experiences. She sought more immigrant stories and found herself 
having a strong reaction when people suggested that immigration was a burden on US 
and that it ought to be limited in any way.  
     I think that allowing for a process by which interested people are able to be 
joined with like-minded people, which honestly is a big part of what happens with 
immigration, people are seeking out places where they can thrive. I personally 
don’t find a need to discourage that at all. Mind you, of course, I can understand 
when people seem to think that there’s limited resources and therefore it’s a zero-
sum game and if we give this, provide this to immigrants then there’s none for 
us...but...it’s not a zero-sum game.  
 
She recalled a conversation with her roommate, whose mother was Argentinian 
and had spent twenty years trying to become a U.S. citizen despite being a U.S. military 
wife. When talking about immigration, her roommate shared that her mother talked about 
doing it the “right way” (i.e. a long process) like she had, despite her difficulties.  
Neerajā’s roommate had asked her mother, “What if it could just be easier? That was a 
miserable process for you, what if it could just be easier for everyone?” Neerajā observed 
that this was a common phenomenon amongst immigrants when discussing 
immigration—that they had suffered through the process and therefore others should.  
Like Ādityā, Neerajā felt the conversations about immigration were often too 
simplistic and binary. This, in combination with her observation that she knew many 
people who held strong opinions that were based on these reductionist understandings 




by her own transnational social field), but also her skill at holding complex (and 
sometimes contradictory) ideas simultaneously.  Neerajā sought narrative plentitude in 
hearing immigrant stories in order to have a more nuanced understanding and analysis.  
Her frustration at people referring to immigration as a burden on the US perhaps related 
to her prior comment about brain drain immigration policies (amongst other possible 
factors). Neerajā was keenly aware that the U.S. created immigration policies for their 
own benefit (i.e. brain gain), often to the detriment of the sending country, in a kind of 
global labor force recruitment scheme. It was also interesting that her commentary 
focused on “like-minded people” coming together to thrive, which may have reflected a 
philosophical or epistemological analysis rather than an identity-based one, such as 
ethnicity. Her rejection of the zero-sum game argument against stricter immigration 
policies reflected both her recognition of immigrants as contributors to society as well an 
analytical framework that didn’t center concerns about resource-allocation, but her open 
attitude towards immigrant groups (Citrin et al., 1997), even as she sought more stories 
and nuance to support a more thorough analysis.  
 
Family, Relationships, and Marriage 
 
 
With a belly laugh, Neerajā recalled stories her parents had told their children of 
the awkward sweetness between them when they first met. What she remembered, in 
particular, was her mother’s directness. In one story, her mother, who was stressed 
because of exams, had demanded to know why her father kept insisting on meeting. “Do 
you love me or something?” she had asked. Her father had been taken aback; he “just 




straight up asking you ‘Do you love me?’.”  For their recent wedding anniversary, 
Neerajā’s mother had planned a very special surprise for Neerajā’s father. “She’d written 
a series of poems throughout their courtship and she then hired these people in Orissa to 
put these to song.” The day of their anniversary, her father woke them up, declaring that 
their mother had made him a CD; they assumed it was a mix CD and laughed. It turned 
out to be an album of “songs about their love and their life and this was a CD basically 
talking through their relationship.” One song was about “three little fairy princesses make 
their life complete”—Neerajā and her two sisters. Neerajā had gotten her parents a Story 
Worth subscription, since her mother was an avid writer. She was reading her mother’s 
weekly responses (which would be compiled into a book at the end of the year), and was 
learning a lot more about her parents’ story. The entire maternal side of Neerajā’s family 
was still in India. Many cousins from her father’s side had immigrated to the U.S., so she 
was able to see her paternal family members more, even developing relationships with 
their children.  “One of my cousins has actually had second-generation kids here, so 
that’s also kind of fun to ...have that relationship to your cousin’s children, where I am 
going to be able to understand them more than their parents will.”  
Neerajā’s fond connection to her parents’ courtship and her eagerness to learn 
more about their relationship reflected the significance of storytelling in keeping family 
stories alive, particularly when they have taken place in a completely different setting. 
Her parents’ romance disrupted the popular monolithic discourse about Indian marriages 
from older generations, which tends to focus on arranged marriages with an outdated, 
orientalist lens (which Bhavāni found herself interrupting). Her mother’s directness and 




meek and submissive, in need of saving (Spivak, 1986).  Neerajā’s transnational social 
field was spread between the United States and India; while she saw her U.S.-based 
family more (all from her father’s side), she still felt a sense of belonging with her 
maternal side, particularly through the language and arts that her parents had cultivated 
throughout her childhood.  At the same time, she felt uniquely connected to the children 
of her immigrant cousins, even though they were in the next generation; her sense of 
connection came not from her age or life stage, but from the experience of having 
immigrant parents. (This relates directly to the insight, empathy, and awareness that 
second-generation immigrant teachers may have into the experiences of second-
generation immigrant students.)  
Neerajā felt pressure from her parents to “find a nice Oriya boy,” which she more 
acutely because they lived in the United States. They were okay with an Indian person, 
but “even then, you have your own, little set of cultural differences just even within 
India.”  Two of her cousins married Gujarati women, and her parents had noted how they 
now answer the phone Jai Shri Krishna (a Hindu greeting popular in the state of Gujarat 
that reflects a particular school of Hinduism). “Just little things like that. You have to 
learn each other’s languages.”  During her weekly conversations with her family, her 
father would ask her about her progress on her goals, and she would ask him if he meant 
her goals or his goals for her.  She was set on becoming a nationally board-certified 
teacher and owning real estate since she’d paid off her student loans.  Her father, on the 
other hand, made it clear that he wanted her to get married before she invested in real 
estate.  A lot of her conversations with her parents about “her goals” involved them 




you go find someone?” She and her parents didn’t necessarily share the same ideas about 
dating norms. When Neerajā mentioned she had been visiting a friend who lived with her 
boyfriend, her mother wondered why they didn’t get married before cohabitating.  “It's 
like, but mommy you also have to understand that sometimes you do want to try living 
together before you get married, because so much comes up in just living together.”   
From Neerajā’s perspective, what was most complex about dating was finding 
someone who could “respect and understand who I am and what it means to be Indian 
American.” But she didn’t necessarily feel a need to date an Indian person. While she 
didn’t want someone to make her feel strange about her religion, she also didn’t want to 
date someone who told her what was properly Indian.  “It's hard to find that balance in 
yourself but also, in now, a partner.” Neerajā was clear that she wanted to maintain 
particular Oriya traditions. “I would want my children to participate in Holi. I would want 
to do a mundan ceremony.” Neerajā was clear she wanted someone who respected that, 
but also recognized that just because someone was Indian American, they “don't 
necessarily have your level of Indian American on that spectrum of acculturation. So 
sometimes you get straight up from India guys who have that cultural baggage, and then 
you have super American guys that have that cultural baggage.” Her father has been more 
focused on finding Neerajā a partner from India, but her mother has been more open to 
the idea that someone from India may not share the same culture. Her mother isn’t 
convinced that they would be compatible just because they share an Indian origin.  “You 
don't want someone who was raised there, for she who was raised here.” 
Like Bhavāni and Ādityā, Neerajā felt pressure to get married; in her case, age 




should take on projects like home ownership after marriage, and not before. Neerajā’s 
father’s concern that she gets married before purchasing a home, perhaps stem from his 
conceptualization of cultural continuity through the family unit (Joshi, 2006a, 2006b), 
which is physically located in the home (i.e. building cultural continuity begins in the 
home). The disharmony that Neerajā with between her parents’ concepts of dating and 
marriage perhaps stemmed from the tensions between individualist and collectivist 
cultural norms around marriage (Jaiswal, 2015), which privilege love and commitment, 
respectively. The gradual shifting of some Indians towards more individualistic marriage 
culture causes intergenerational tensions, as Ādityā experienced, since the decision-
making is informed by a different set of norms and epistemes.  
While Ādityā battled and pushed against his father’s pressure to marry an Indian 
American person, Neerajā seemed open to the idea; while she was cognizant of the 
regional differences within India, including things as foundational as language, she was 
also aware that there could be large differences between people who were even from the 
same region. Her observation about her cousins’ adoption of Jai Shri Krishna, followed 
by her comment that she didn’t want anyone telling her how she should practice her 
identity, reflected her clarity and agency in how she wanted to engage her sense of 
belonging to her Indianness and Hindu-ness. From this perspective, dating and marrying 
someone who wasn’t Indian didn’t mean she had to abandon that sense of belonging (or 









Coming from a family that appeared to value rich storytelling, Neerajā expressed 
a strong connection to her family’s immigrations story. Her mother’s journey, in 
particular, seemed to resonate deeply for her; not only was she the first person in her 
family to graduate from college, only to go on and receive a doctorate in mathematics, 
her mother was an avid writer and published books in Oriya and actively held space for 
her Oriya American children to maintain a strong connection to their ancestral roots and 
land.  The immigration experience was by no means unidirectional (from India to the 
United States) or a kind of acculturation that can be understood in the vacuum of one 
country; in ways, from what Neerajā described, she felt a greater sense of belonging to 
her Indianness than some Indians. The transnational social field within which Neerajā 
and her family were actively engaged was vibrant, across time and space, so that Ancient 
Vedic texts appeared at a farmers’ market in Brooklyn; identity was more about how they 
chose to engage with different ways of being and knowing than fitting into or creating 
fixed categories.  This is what made romantic relationships complicated for her; being 
Indian (or not Indian) wasn’t sufficient; she wanted her partner to have respect for how 
she navigated and made choices. Her connection to Orissa and to Hinduism were 
exuberant and palpable; and while she didn’t directly express any definition of what it 
meant for to belong to the state of India, she related to being Indian, and that this was an 
integral part of her identity. Neerajā also held an asset-based view towards immigrant 
families, that honored their ways of knowing and that they might be seeking like-minded 




and learning more immigrant stories, to enrich her conceptualization of immigrant 
experiences and inform her views on immigration policy.  
Neerajā’s transnational consciousness emerged from her simultaneous 
engagement with different places (India and the United States) and through transnational 
epistemic friendships (e.g. her childhood friend). It also manifested in her decolonial lens, 
which disrupted persistent, reinforced colonial tropes about Hinduism and the norming of 
orientalist views about India. Sometimes it manifested in how she engaged with her 
parents (their accents, their use of potentially offensive Oriya phrases, their concepts 
about dating). More often, it emerged as she navigated the dominant Christian, Western 
onto-epistemic spaces within which she lived and worked.  This was not just an 
intellectual exercise; she was using her advantage as an intellectual immigrant (Spivak, 
1992) to actively advocate for onto-epistemological plurality, which was a part of how 
she moved through the world. This emerged in her conversations with her friend about 
Kumar Purnima and her brother-in-law about marriage rituals, and in her commitment to 
preserving Oriya and passing it along to her children, particularly after discovering it was 
endangered. 
Neerajā actively reflected upon her own experiences in her practice of teaching, 
with a keen awareness of the power she held as a teacher in relationship to her students. 
She made sure to learn and honor her students’ holidays and to learn to pronounce their 
names properly. She also understood the importance of conveying to students the 
meaning behind rules, emerging from her own experience of initially not understanding 
her parents’ rules, which were rooted in mythology.  Neerajā was inspired by her 




particular to her family, but, like Ādityā, also recognized that she had seen this same 
enthusiasm for learning across Indian American families. She then theorized that it had 
something to do with immigration brain drain policies that had curated a diaspora that 






INTERLUDE III - BHĀRATAVARṢHA 
 
 
Neerajā So I have to have my bed facing a certain way because there is this myth 
of when Ganesha his head was cut off by Shiva, Shiva sent his soldiers to 
find anyone who was sleeping in this direction. He found an elephant and 
that's why Ganesha got his elephant head. So, now to this day you're only 
supposed to sleep in these directions. You can tell I don't believe in it, 
because I don't even remember what directions they were. But it turns out 
that I actually saw an article about how these particular directions are a big 
part of Feng Shui culture as well and how it has to do with alignment with 
the Earth's axis. 
Indu:             That has to do with Vāstu Shāstra more than ... so mythology animates the 
Vāstu, which has to do with the direction of magnetism and the actual 
Earth as an energetic body. Mythology is the way of conveying that. 
Neerajā:        Exactly. I think it's a big part of ... Once I learned that though, it then 
helped me better understand these things. It's also part of what ... I realize 
is a big part of mythology in general, this is a way that a rule is conveyed. 
As I reflected upon this moment, it struck me that Neerajā found sense in the story 
about sleeping directions not by relating it to Vāstu Shastra, but to Feng Shui, which is 
much more popularly known in the United States. I thought about how the two great 
epics from ancient India, The Ramayana and The Mahabharata, are commonly referred 
to as Hindu mythology and the impact this foreign classification has had on the Hindu 
psyche and on the way ancient Indian civilization is perceived and read. This 
classification was made by German Indologists (Adluri & Bagchee, 2015), mapping 
Protestant onto-epistemology and German concepts of historicity onto Hinduism (Meru 
Media, 2019). The indigenous Sanskrit term for them is itihāsa, which means “it thus 
happened.” In other words, these were not imaginary allegorical texts from a 
“polytheistic religion” (another Abrahamic-normative term), but historical narratives 
which were recorded and stored in the collective memory as a way of enlivening the 




create a timeline of events, as EuroAmerican history is utilized, but to narrate the 
journeys of those who sought to move dharmically through lives that are inherently filled 
with moral dilemmas.  They were written to be timeless and always relevant and vibrant, 
which is why my six-year old niece in California gossips juicily about characters from the 
Ramayana-based television show she watches with her grandparents.  
We descend from a tradition of oral storytelling; our knowledge is shared as 
dialogue between seekers and guides. I find that one of most energizing ways for me to 
navigate the complex, often painful space of transnational consciousness is not just 
through finding theoretical, scholarly writing about India, but finding articles, social 
media posts, and videos of activists, thought leaders, and scholars speaking about the 
work of reclaiming Indian history and re-centering Indic epistemologies. There is 
something comforting, restorative, beautiful about hearing these contemporary voices 
share powerful, resonant ideas across these thousands of miles.  It was in this way that I 
came to question the premise of transnational.   
After watching J. Sai Deepak speak about Sabarimala, I recognized that his view 
was distinctly and naturally decolonial. I began reading more of his work, and came 
across his continuation of Koenraad Elst’s (2014) argument that India was not a nation 
state, but a civilizational state (Sai Deepak, 2020a-d). I had never heard the term before. 
Sai Deepak argued that the Indian constitution, while structurally inspired by the 
constitutions of other democracies, honored the civilizational legacy of Bharat. This was 
a powerful response to the strange concept I had been hearing for decades that there was 
no India before 1947.  India does not fit into the European concept of a nation, which 




I realized that in calling Indian American consciousness transnational, I was 
complicit in civilizational erasure or, at the very least, muting. Moreover, the lens of 
nation was obscuring and distorting a powerful opportunity for illuminating, examining, 
and disrupting Western, neocolonial epistemic hegemony at a civilizational level.  I came 
to realize that what I had been operating from (and even holding) internally was not a 
transnational consciousness but the enormity (and pain) of a civilizational consciousness 
that was forcibly retrofitted into nation. This was enacted through the colonial matrix of 
power, so that India could submit to a Euronormative concept of nation (and ethics, 
identity, culture, etc.). This reduced immigration to the process of moving from one 
nation to another—manageably complex and tidy.  
But this is not the case. Holding a civilizational consciousness—without the land 
and environment to support you, especially when one comes from an indigenous 
civilization that is grounded in the land—and traveling across the world and seeking to 
give that consciousness to your children—when every book and newspaper around them 
is telling them that India was born in 1947 and anything before then is imaginary—is an 
almost impossible task. It is too much, especially if you don’t have the opportunity to 
develop the meta-awareness that this is what is happening. I wondered if this is why so 
many of the first-generation Indian American parents found themselves at a loss to 
explain.  
Sure, one can add phenomena like colonization to the idea of India and make it 
seem relatable to the West. But it still didn’t work. Civilization framed the enormous 
expanse of what I was holding. It tracked more closely with my data and my own 




trying to explain Indianness through an American concept of country or diversity of 
culture. Indianness was much vaster than nation or culture. Which made me wonder—do 
common notions of culture and multiculturalism and diversity find some of their contours 
based on the Euronormative notion of nation? What does it mean to impose the concept 
of nation state onto a civilizational state?   
 








Chapter VII - SATYĀ 
 
 (Music: This is Acting, by Sia) 
Satyā I lost my [maternal] grandfather a year ago...I was very close to him; I 
wear a necklace with his signature on it. I called him Nānā. It’s been a 
hard year...getting married without him...we went every weekend [to 
Jackson Heights]. He lost my grandmother when I was six years old.  He 
was so young. She was fifty. He didn’t get to...fully experience his 
marriage.  So, we became that companion for him. So, it was really hard 
losing him.  
Indu Yeah, that grandparent relationship is really special. 
 
Satyā Yeah. And I think in our culture, it’s really heightened and it’s fostered, so 
it was hard.. I mean..sorry…(crying) 
Indu No, it’s fine...my grandfather passed away when I was thirteen and I still 
think about him every single day and it’s been…. it’s been thirty years. 
Satyā Yeah. It’s hard. 
 
Indu I understand. I still tear up when I think about him.  
 
 
Immigrating to New York 
 
 
It was only a few minutes into Satyā’s intake interview, and we were already both 
in tears. I was sitting across from her at a table in her fourth-grade classroom at the 
Brooklyn public elementary school where she had started her fourth year of teaching.  
Satyā was wearing chooda (a set of twenty-one red and white bangles worn on each arm); 
she’d decided to follow this Punjabi Hindu custom for the traditional duration of a year-
and-a-half after marriage.  She was telling me about Nānā because I had asked her about 
her family’s immigration story. Her maternal grandparents moved to the United States 
from Punjab after their children had grown, settling in Jackson Heights, Queens, where 
Nānā’s brother-in-law had arrived and settled fifteen years earlier. “My grandfather is 




his first job was as a security guard. It was painful for Satyā to think about this.  “This is 
where it kills me...There was like no value for his background or education.”  
Nānā inspired Satyā’s parents’ immigration, “the person who started it all,” 
encouraging them to realize their dream of coming to the United States. It was a dream 
that wasn’t particularly easy in the early years.  Satyā’s mother had a degree in hospitality 
and her father was an engineer; both of her parents attended Delhi University. In the mid-
eighties, while her father was working on his doctorate, her mother suggested they make 
the shift to the U.S. They settled in Jackson Heights, moving in with their family until 
they got their own apartment. Other than Nānā, their family in Queens was not as helpful 
in getting them settled as they had anticipated.  
     They were in their own world and in India you helped each other, so much so I 
think that was like a shock too, like ‘Oh, people really are different in the 
Western world, they’re...you become a little bit more Western than Indian’. And 
that’s a big thing in India, too, right, like, being Western...in their eyes, it’s 
different. 
 
The family stories she heard while growing up were mostly about what it was like 
to settle in the U.S. as new immigrants and to start a family; she didn’t hear too much 
about India or her parents’ journey.  Satyā’s father got a job as a yellow cab driver and 
her mother, who was pregnant with her older brother, got one as a maid. Satyā teared up 
as she told me about how they were denied jobs for which they were qualified. “It always 
kills me because it was purely because of the color of their skin … just like really smart 
people, very well-deserving.” While her mother was pregnant with her brother, her father 
was held at gunpoint two or three times. She choked up thinking about it. Her father was 
not focused on financial status, but was hard working and driven, and wanted his children 




when he had immigrated to the United States, that he had been a cab driver and had led a 
difficult life.  Satyā had distinct childhood memories of feeling how difficult it was. In 
1992, the year after Satyā was born, her father was given the opportunity to take the civil 
test to join the MTA.  He described this moment as “life changing.”  This was when 
“things started to come into place” for their family; her father moved up the MTA ranks, 
eventually becoming an engineer. “They’ve come a long way. It wasn’t like that at first.”  
Her family still owned the original Jackson Heights apartment. “I’ve grown up in 
this home. It’s really nice to see where we started and where we are now.” Satyā was 
proud of how far her parents had come since their early days, but she noticed that for her 
father it was “always a sob story.” He would recall his intense work schedule, working in 
restaurants for extra money, and mention the times he was almost shot. “All he 
remembers from that time are like the racial slurs and being called all these names...It's 
always very extra and dramatic.”  Satyā felt that the past “never left” her parents. She 
noticed that the contemporary immigration discourse had grown increasingly negative; 
recognizing that the United States had not always treated immigrants well, she felt that 
there were at least pockets of open-minded folks in urban areas. She was sad to note other 
parts of the country were openly xenophobic, generalizing immigration as “illegal” and 
bringing their “problems from wherever they may be into this space.”  
Jackson Heights was originally envisioned as an exclusive suburban 
neighborhood for white, Protestant, nonimmigrant commuters (Miyares, 2004). However, 
real estate markets were hit hard by the Great Depression and World War II, making 
landlords and agents in Jackson Heights desperate for (and less picky about) renters and 




skilled-labor visas from any country in the world (removing prior national origin 
restrictions), opened the floodgates for waves of immigrants from previously restricted 
countries of origin.  The immigration policy also opened up family reunification visas; 
once an immigrant received permanent-resident status, they could sponsor family 
members. The combination of these two types of visas transformed the “ethnic 
geography” (p. 474) of neighborhoods across the country, particularly Queens County. 
Jackson Heights went from a white, Protestant suburb to a hyperdiverse community, one 
of the most ethnically diverse neighborhoods in the United States. This led to the birth of 
“Little India” in the 1980s (p. 479), which is when Satyā’s parents arrived from India to 
Jackson Heights.  While the other three participants grew up in suburbia, Satyā was 
connected throughout her childhood to one of the most diverse, immigrant-rich, urban 
communities in the country. Moreover, because her parents entered with family 
reunification visas, and not through graduate school visas or job-sponsored visas like the 
other participants’ parents, they struggled to find jobs that matched their qualifications. 
This immediately disrupts monolithic imaginings of Indian Americans as arriving with 
privilege and class security. It also recalls Ādityā’s comment about how the desi diaspora 
was stratified by class, that his parents had not mixed with working class Indian 
Americans, and his curiosity about how their perspectives might shift if they had.  
Family reunification immigration policies illuminate transnational social fields 
and collectivism, but the phenomena they create are complicated by factors like 
immigration experiences, concepts of acculturation, and local contexts.  Satyā’s noted 
that some of her family members who weren’t particularly helpful to her parents when 




becoming Westernized, of acculturating to the host country, that meant becoming less 
collectivist and more individualistic, even within the first-generation immigrant 
community. At the same time, Satyā grew up with a deep reverence for her elders, 
particularly Nana, and her family lived together in Queens, joint family style (like 
Ādityā’s family in India), until they found their own apartment. This simultaneity, 
negotiation, and awareness of collectivism and individualism is something that came up 
in different contexts across all the participants’ experiences, including acculturation, 
relationships/marriage, reverence for elders, family, and sociopolitical analyses.  
 
Growing Up Indian American 
 
 
When Satyā was in early elementary school, her family moved from Queens to 
Staten Island, although it was a part-time home; she and her family went back to their 
Jackson Heights apartment to spend time with Nānā every single weekend. Satyā 
described Staten Island as “extremely white.” In school, people seldom pronounced her 
name correctly “or I just got called by my last name because it was easier [for them].”  
(Satyā had shared a clip on our WhatsApp group of Hasan Minhaj teaching Ellen how to 
pronounce his name properly.)  Her second-grade teacher even went as far as asking her 
to change her name, so Satyā went home and announced that she was going to be called 
Ashley. Her mother responded, “Absolutely not! You have a name, it has a story. No.” 
She remembered wanting to connect with her white peers while “also keeping my culture 
alive...I’ve always struggled with that.” Satyā described her childhood school community 
members as close-minded and provincial. She remembered an incident where her fourth-




though her mother was fluent.  The teacher, who had an openly deficit perspective on 
Satyā as well, had called her mother in to inform her that she was not doing well in 
science. Satyā responded by doubling down on her science studies; the next year, she 
won an award for science and eventually earned a bachelor’s degree in science.  
When Satyā got her nose pierced in high school, her mother told her how she had 
been denied a job interview at The Hotel Pennsylvania in Manhattan because of her nose 
piercing, even though it was a tiny stud. Her mom had noticed that nose piercings had 
become trendy by the time Satyā got hers; they were even accepted in professional 
environments.  As she recounted this memory, Satyā commented that it was hard for her 
to witness her parents’ lingering memories of discrimination from their early years in the 
United States. “It scarred them well into their early fifties.”  
Satyā’s weekday community in Staten Island was far less diverse and 
transnational than her weekend one in Jackson Heights. Like Bhavāni and Neerajā, other 
people’s struggle with Satyā’s name became a point of negotiation and agency, where 
acculturation and socially dominant (i.e. white, Christian) norms (Joshi, 2006b, 2020) 
were in tension with identity and meaning. Moreover, Satyā’s and her mother’s 
awareness of this negotiation—when to compromise and when to hold on, the 
simultaneity of two sets of normal, their conversation, the story of that negotiation—was 
a part of their individual and shared transnational consciousness. Satyā was aware of how 
her mother’s intelligence was perceived by her teacher because of her teacher’s 
perception of her mother’s English fluency (Gluszek et al., 2011). The contours and labor 
of these weekday experiences were, perhaps, rendered even more tangible by weekends 




a robust Indian community (Miyares, 2004). These experiences of negotiating 
mononational, white, Christian culture stuck with Satyā. She noted, with sadness, that 
they stuck with her parents as well.  
Satyā referred to herself as Indian American, emphasizing that the Indian came 
first. “I’m extremely Indian...that’s what shapes being American for me...that culture, that 
background.” She described being Indian as being “family-oriented.” Growing up this 
way was confusing in the early years, but the confusion settled when she got to college. 
Satyā started a South Asian sorority, “which was really important to me” and joined a 
Bollywood dance team. She described feeling caught between two worlds when she was 
in college because of her newfound social freedom.  For instance, she didn’t drink 
alcohol her first year of college, because she was afraid that she’d disappoint her parents. 
She noticed that her non-Indian friends didn’t share that fear.  For Satyā, it was less about 
her parents’ strictness, and more about being aware of their expectations that she had 
gone to college to get an education, not to socialize.  She found herself toggling back and 
forth between wanting to cultivate a social life based on campus norms and maintaining 
her connections to home.   
There were also differences Satyā saw within the Indian American community in 
college. In particular, Satyā noticed that many of her South Indian college friends came 
from upper middle-class families and had grown up in the suburbs; they had “had a little 
bit of a better life” than she had. Satyā grew up in the city, her parents had “struggled a 
lot,” and until she went to college, the other South Asians she met came from similar 
backgrounds. She wondered if the socioeconomic struggles her family had faced within 




than her South Indian friends. Satyā felt that this had less to do with their Indian regions 
of origin, and more to do with local conditions in the United States. In fact, she had felt 
similar differences between urban and rural dispositions when she had visited India, and 
wondered what role religion might have played in it.  
Like Neerajā, Satyā felt that her Indianness came first, that it characterized how 
she navigated being American. She connected this with being “family-oriented” (i.e. 
collectivist), which echoed perceptions and attitudes across all participants (e.g. Ādityā’s 
parents). Satyā found that this was something she had to negotiate throughout her life, 
with an awareness that her normal (collectivism) was not necessarily understood by her 
peers (e.g. individualism).  From a transnational feminist lens, Satyā’s negotiations in 
college raise questions about constructions of collegiate womanhood (such as 
independence from parents) which emerge from dominant epistemes that are then 
universalized and normed, and against which transnational women are measured, read, 
judged, and, perhaps, self-assessed.  At the same time, Satyā recognized that experiences 
and expressions of being Indian American were not uniform, and theorized that 
disparities within the community may have emerged, in part, from class and urban/ 
suburban differences more than from regional disparities that were imported from India. 
This further complicates the ways in which we can understand the phenomenon of being 
Indian American, including Ādityā’s observations about class stratification. She also 
noticed differences in her experiences with rural and urban Indians, pondering (but not 
theorizing) how religion played into it; this sits interestingly alongside Redfield’s work in 
examining the ways that local, rural Hindu traditions and practices were distinct from, 




Satyā’s childhood experiences and her parents’ struggles figured into her decision 
to become a teacher in an urban setting. “I knew I wanted to work in an urban setting to 
teach kids like me and for them to see a South Asian teacher.” Satyā felt that students 
shouldn’t have to wait until they got to college to see an educator of color.  Satyā was 
grateful to have met other “South Asian American” teachers through the study, as she had 
never had the opportunity before. Despite the commonality in in ethnicity and profession, 
Satyā had realized that peoples’ upbringing and circumstances created a greater diversity 
of perspectives and dynamics than she had previously considered.  
Thinking more broadly about the diaspora, Satyā was intrigued by the amount of 
Indian national pride she saw amongst Hindu Americans, while acknowledging that not 
all South Asians were Hindu.  She was aware that the South Asian American diaspora 
was largely democratic in their politics, and was struggling to reconcile their progressive 
American politics with what she understood about their Indian ones, which seemed to be 
on the opposite end of the political spectrum.  
Satyā’s experiences as the child of Indian immigrants informed her decision to 
become a teacher, rather than dissuading her from it; moreover, she joined the profession 
in order to disrupt inequity (Andreotti, 2014; Su, 1997), engaging her awareness and 
perspective to inform her work, echoing Spivak’s call for immigrants to engage their 
intellectual advantage (1992). In describing her own identity and experiences, Satyā 
seemed to dance between the terms of color, ethnicity, and transnational; she also 
switched from Indian to South Asian (not consistently but frequently) when moving the 
context from India to the United States, or from herself to the diaspora (e.g. she referred 




This, perhaps, indicated the different nodes of her transnational social field (of being and 
belonging) she was enacting; it also reflected the fluidity of identity labels, which can 
respond to a consciousness that observes and integrates different social or epistemic 
configurations. For instance, while she was clear that she identified as Indian, she may 
not have wanted to impose that on the other participants, as South Asian has become 
normalized in some circles as a more inclusive term.  By engaging with this subgroup 
within the diaspora—second-generation Indian American teachers in New York—Satyā 
became increasingly aware of how informative it was to their own awareness to 
individualize diaspora narratives; this echoed across all participants, who recognized and 
appreciated learning other people’s stories and perspectives.  Along the same lines, Satyā 
was confused and intrigued by the narrative about Hindu American and Indian politics 
(i.e. that they were conservative), particularly as they say in contrast to what she 
ascertained about their American politics (i.e. that they were, by and large, liberal). Her 
observations about Hindu American voters as largely democratic were in line with the 
data, despite the narrative about a large movement to the GOP (Badrinathan et al., 2020). 
Like Ādityā, she was troubled by, but remained curious about, the apparent conservative 
Indian politics of this group. This humble position of not fully understanding and wanting 
to know more might have been informed by a transnational consciousness that had 
navigated apparent contradictions in other spaces,  
Satyā often expressed that her intense family bond was hard to explain to her non-
Indian friends. When she was growing up and as an adult, her friends would comment on 
how much time she spent with her family.  “Family is not my mom and dad, brother. It's 




family friends. Like that's family.”  Satyā never referred to them as her extended 
family—they were all immediate family.  We talked about how in Indian culture, cousins 
were brothers and sisters, and aunts and uncles were like your parents. Satyā and her 
family were about to go on a big family trip to Disneyworld together; this confused some 
of her friends, who didn’t understand why she would go on a family trip as an adult. She 
also preferred to spend New Year’s with her family over going to a party at a bar or a 
club like her non-Indian friends. “I'm always shocking to people.”  I noted that this tight 
family bond correlated with the connection she felt to her parents’ expectations in 
college.   
Satyā  Yeah. And like everything. Studying and what I was majoring in. 
Everything. All wanting to please. I feel like everything I do is for them. 
Not everything maybe at this age, but a lot of what I do is for them 
because for them.  Like what else did they live for? And I think a lot of my 
non-Indian American friends, I think they let that go after high school 
maybe or even in high school. Their parents, perhaps, pushed them to be 
more independent in that sense. Like what's best for you? I see more of 
like a wholesome kind of thing. 
Indu:             Where you're all kind of still in it together? 
 
Satyā:     Yeah. 
 Satyā’s concept of and connection to her family was larger and longer than a 
nuclear, childhood construction, reflecting a continuous collectivist episteme that was 
shared across participants. Bhavāni felt a vibrant connection to and grateful for her 
parents’ support and generosity, not only towards their children, but to all family 
members; Ādityā’s father spoke of his joint family childhood with a sense of abundance 
and joy; his mother told him that family was at the center; and Neerajā had regular 
weekly calls with her family and felt connected to her family in India even though she 
hadn’t seen them in years. Satyā felt, keenly, that this sat in contrast to dominant norms 




around these differences, she was secure in her sense of belonging to a collectivist culture 
while simultaneously belonging to American society and wanting to contribute 
meaningfully through her work as a teacher.  
Satyā’s love for India took time to develop.  She had been drawn to Indian 
cultural elements like food and clothing and to Indian languages in high school and 
college. She also watched Bollywood movies because she was a dancer; she had learned 
and performed ballet, hip hop, Bharatanatyam (Indian dance), and bhangra.  She didn’t 
spend a lot of time in India during her childhood. When she was younger, her New York-
based uncle and his fiancée wanted an authentic Indian wedding in India. Satyā and her 
family went to India twice for the wedding: one year to prepare and the next year for the 
ceremony. After those visits, high school and college kept her busy and she hadn’t 
returned until recently. When her grandfather passed away, her family had traveled to 
India to release his ashes; she had felt such a strong connection to her family and to being 
there that she decided to do her wedding shopping in India (rather that in the U.S.) that 
same year. “I just wanted to go back...I feel connected and I love it!” It was only during 
these recent visits that she had fallen in love with the country.    
     I think India is so beautiful and it kills me that it’s considered a third world 
country because there is so much beauty and so much history and it’s ...I just love 
it. I have so much love for India.   
 
 Satyā’s connections to Indian culture served as entry points into something much 
deeper, sitting beneath popular concepts of culture or cultural performance. Although 
Bharatanatyam is often described as classical (i.e. ancient) dance, it is actually a modern 
dance form that was constructed during the twentieth century (Meduri, 1996; Srinivasan, 




result of colonial discourses about Indian patriarchy that were weaponized as a rationale 
for colonization (Srinivasan, 1984).  In fact, while Bharatanatyam is often sourced to the 
devadasi community, who practiced in temples and in royal courts before colonization, 
the story is more complex.  
     The devadasi practice has an ancient history and was known by many names 
including “Sadir.”  We don’t actually know what their practices were like and 
therefore the invention/reinvention of aspects of Sadir into Bharatanatyam is a 
contentious one. The devadasi practice was a complex issue with a range of 
practices, including the dedication of girls to temples as “wives” of the Gods to 
practices in court, salons, ritual practice in both temples and domestic homes. (As 
Nityasumangalis, they could never become widows and were therefore always 
auspicious). However, they were able to have human lovers which enabled them a 
liminal status unlike Christian understandings of the binary position of “nun” vs 
“whore” (Srinivasan, in personal communication, 2020). 
 
Moreover, Bharatanatyam was popularized by upper class and caste women, and 
was heavily influenced by ballet and Western theatrical practices.  Satyā may not have 
been aware of the contemporary transnational feminist and decolonial discourses within 
which Bharatanatyam sits; still, she learned and performed this dance form that is deeply 
embedded in colonial and decolonial praxis, while living in the United States. The 
highlights the complex relationship between culture, religion, colonization, and 
(de)coloniality, and how heritage maintenance in immigrant communities from post-
colonial countries may not be addressed or understood richly through benevolent 
concepts like culturally sustaining pedagogy.   
The connection of significant rituals (i.e. weddings, funerals) to India reflects 
indigenous onto-epistemological connections to ancestral land; the spark that Satyā felt in 
returning to India to release Nānā’s ashes, in connecting with her family there and falling 
in love may not be, I would offer, simply newly animated nodes of her transnational 




and even a longing—that seems unexpected, given how little time she had spent there 
before. Her pain in considering third world country classification seemed to be a rejection 
of the modernist, economic development model of country classification that emerged 
from world systems theory (Sackley, 2012); like Robert Redfield, she was more 
interested in the civilizational beauty that India offered.  
When I asked Satyā to think of Indian Americans that inspired her, she 
immediately spoke of her aunt, who had guided her journey into education.  “I find her 
extremely fierce and educated and just a strong Indian woman who grew up in a really 
effed up home.” Satyā felt like she could really relate to her aunt, whom she had known 
her whole life. Satyā respected the life her aunt had created for herself after overcoming 
several hardships. She appreciated that her aunt was culturally Indian and also open-
minded. “I think that's the perfect balance...that’s what I think I admire the most.” Satyā’s 
aunt was her mentor both personally and professionally, holding her accountable to her 
plans and encouraging her to “strive for greatness always.”  Satyā appreciated Hasan 
Minhaj’s ease in addressing difficult issues and that he identified as Indian American. 
She rejected the criticism from some Indian Americans that “felt otherwise” about his 
identity, which she attributed to religious bias. “It's where your roots are from 
physically...I think I've always have appreciated that about him.”   
As she did with the South Asian sorority that she started in college, Satyā found 
meaning in connecting in an epistemic friendship with her aunt, helping her sort through 
and reflect upon her negotiations of acculturation, of how to navigate different nodes of 




addressing “difficult issues,” including complex knots of religion, race, and nationality 
(Joshi, 2006b), aspiring to be “open-minded” and a “strong Indian woman,” like her aunt.   
 
Local and Regional   
 
 
Although she alternated between South Asian and Indian when referring to the 
Indian American diaspora, Satyā stated clearly that she identified as being Indian. Satyā 
honored the uniqueness and plurality of Indian identities, recognizing that not “everyone 
wants to be grouped as one all the time.” Satyā felt a stronger connection to being 
Punjabi than to the general category of Indian. For example, people would inform her that 
they had gone to an Indian wedding, assuming that she would be able to both relate to 
and explain the ceremony. She would respond that while her own wedding may have had 
some similarities to the wedding they had attended, she wouldn’t necessarily know the 
rituals or customs of every Indian wedding ceremony, especially if they were from 
different regions or religions of India.  Satyā also felt that her Punjabi identity evoked 
more painful stereotypes than her Indian one. She would hear broad statements about 
Indians being smelly, for instance; but the bigoted refrain about Punjabis was more 
specific and harmful. They were labeled as terrorists, alcoholics, and low-income wage 
earners that didn’t “need to be educated.”  Punjabi-Canadian poet Rupi Kaur’s work 
resonated with Satyā because she spoke to diverse audiences about her upbringing, 
culture, and Sikh religion in nuanced ways that disrupted and talked back to these kinds 
of stereotypes.  
Language was another space where the regional was relevant, especially when she 




kept up with it. She could still understand it perfectly if it was written phonetically in 
English, like folks did in her family WhatsApp group; she hesitated to write back in 
phonetic Hindi because she wasn’t sure about the rules of transliteration.  Satyā’s spoken 
Hindi, however, was nearly fluent, which was really important to her. “It scares me that 
the generation after me or even a little bit younger than me in my generation maybe don't 
know it.” Her cousins from upstate New York were far less fluent than she and her 
brother were, despite being contemporaries. “We grew up at the same time, similar 
values. I think that's always stuck with me. I'm always very impressed that I know it.” 
She was worried that her Hindi proficiency would fade as her family began to lose 
members from the generations that spoke it fluently. She thought about how she and her 
brother would speak in Hindi to her grandfather, even though he was also fluent in 
English, out of reverence for their elders and for their roots. “It was just the right thing to 
do is speak in Hindi to him.”  
  Satyā’s husband, however, was Gujarati, and couldn’t understand or speak 
Hindi.  They had discussed what languages they might teach their future children, and 
had reached an understanding that they would at least learn Hindi, since that was the 
“national language” of India.  Satyā thought the national language might actually be 
English, but felt that every Indian ought to learn Hindi. They were open to their children 
being trilingual in English, Hindi, and Gujarati, but were worried about who might teach 
it to them. 
Like Neerajā, Satyā expressed a deep connection to her regional Indian roots as 
distinct from a general, sweeping Indian identity; in other words, her definition or 




Hindu marriage rituals; her experience of being expected to explain and relate to 
something “Indian” was complicated by her awareness that others might not understand 
the inherent plurality and locality of Hindu traditions (Sackley, 2012). (This sits in 
contrast with the Diwali episode of The Office that Neerajā surfaced, where the Hindu 
character expressed a lack of understanding any meaning of the holiday and the white 
character offered one explanation as the explanation. There are, in fact, different regional 
stories and significances of Diwali.)  Like the other three participants, Satyā was 
committed to heritage language maintenance (Liang, 2018), noticing that her same-
generation cousins hadn’t maintained Hindu fluency.  She wondering how she might pass 
it along to her future children; this was further complicated by the fact that she and her 
Gujarati husband didn’t share the same heritage language. Satyā referenced Hindi as 
India’s “national language.” As my father and his siblings experienced when they were 
children, this was not a simple or universally acceptable shift. The Munshar-Ayyangar 
Proposal of 1949 sought to quell longstanding language debates in the Indian 
Constitutional Assembly by making English and Hindi the official languages through 
Article 343; this referenced legal documents and processes. Opponents to the 
nationalization of Hindi accepted this compromise with the caveat that no language could 
be uniformly imposed across India (Centre for Law & Policy Research, 2019). The 
debate about how to engender cohesiveness through language without erasing the 
plurality of heritage languages continues to this day.  A recent nexus of this is India’s 
most recent National Education Policy (Ministry of Human Resources Development, 
2020), which re-centers the heritage languages of each of the states as the medium of 




During the months of this study, there were ongoing protests and talks in India 
and in the US, including twice on Capitol Hill (Viswanathan, 2019a, 2019b) about the 
abrogation of Article 370 of the Indian Constitution. This legislation pertained to the 
governance and laws regarding Ladakh, Jammu, and Kashmir. While most, if not all, of 
the mainstream progressive press framed the legislation in terms of the rights of majority 
Kashmiri Muslim population, there was practically no recognition of how they had come 
to be the majority; Kashmiri Hindus were ethnically cleansed from the region seven times 
since the fourteenth century (Bhan, 2019). During our first participant dinner, I talked 
about the work of Rajat Mitra, an Indian psychologist who studies transgenerational 
trauma, collective memory, and storytelling. I mentioned that he focused some of his 
work and research in Kashmiri Hindu refugee camps, and that he had recently written a 
blogpost (Mitra, 2019) about how Kashmiri Hindu mothers had stopped telling their 
children bedtime stories because of their trauma.  
Satyā responded that she’d be interested in his work because her father was 
Kashmiri.  She hadn’t talked about this during her intake interview. I noticed that she 
seemed uncharacteristically subdued when she mentioned it; I wondered what she was 
feeling about her family background in the context of the contemporary media discourse 
about Kashmir. In January, on the thirtieth anniversary of Kashmiri Exodus Day (the 
most recent ethnic cleansing of Kashmiri Hindus from Kashmir), I sent Satyā a message, 
offering to hold a safe and loving space for her to share and grieve or just be, if that was 
useful to her. She thanked me and said she was okay. During her exit interview, I gently 
broached the topic again, wanting to offer her a space that was being actively silenced for 




At the same time, I didn’t want her to feel obligated to speak about it.  Satyā responded 
that her father had only recently started talking to her about Kashmir and what it was like 
to grow up “knowing about being Kashmiri and embracing that.” Satyā didn’t really 
know that side of her identity, partly because of the physical distance they had from that 
part of her family.  “To be honest, I just haven't even processed through it at all.” 
Satyā’s tentative relationship to Kashmir sat tenderly in her consciousness, not 
(yet) rendering the clear contours and experiences that her Punjabi roots evoked for her. 
The experiences of Kashmiri Hindu refugees, the denial of their persecution, and the 
silencing of their stories (Mitra, 2019; Pandita, 2013) complicate the choices made by 
first-generation immigrant parents in maintaining heritage connections for their children. 
This reveals, perhaps, how transnational social fields and transnational consciousness are 
made more complex by the silences and transgenerational trauma in that sit within and 
are magnified by dominant Western narratives of justice (Andreotti, 2014; Brydon, 2004; 
Joshi, 2006a, 2006b, 2020) and global geopolitical agendas (Nguyen, 2014).     
 
Being Hindu American 
 
 
A major part of Satyā’s upbringing was being raised Hindu. While she was 
growing up, she attended a two-week Hindu camp every summer. Satyā appreciated that 
the camp approached Hinduism as a living culture rather than through religious 
conformity; this openness and vibrancy echoed her parents’ approach. “They were always 
open to conversation about [Hinduism].” Her family also made regular visits to the 
temple, for as long as she could remember. While her parents would share their 




brother to discover Hinduism for themselves and develop their own relationship with it, 
rather than teaching them what it was “supposed to be.”  Satyā felt that what her parents 
considered “good habits” became incorporated into her life because they weren’t forced 
onto her; they were encouraged and modeled as positive.  
As a result, she never felt embarrassed by her religion, despite being from a 
religious minority. She “hated the misconceptions [people had about Hinduism], which 
she also found embarrassing; but she was more embarrassed by cultural differences than 
religious ones. Satyā didn’t recall learning about Hinduism in school, despite the fact that 
they studied ancient India. She did remember, however, her classmates’ focus on and 
their misconceptions about reincarnation. They equated “bad” actions with rebirth as an 
animal or insect, a kind of punishment for the sins of a past life. There were other Hindu 
concepts and practices that were difficult for her to explain to her peers, including 
drawing on a kala tikka (a black drawn-on dot, like a beauty mark) to avoid the evil eye. 
Satyā remembered being asked, as a child, about the relationship between the third eye 
and the bindi, and not being able to fully explain that. Satyā also described her own 
journey of unpacking the mis-categorization of Hinduism by the West as a polytheistic 
religion.  
     It's not necessarily that we have many gods, it's really one God in the form of 
many. I think that was always a confusion for myself growing up, of what the 
actual idea was. And I think that my peers also felt the same way. 
 
Satyā also reflected that even though schools now celebrated Chinese Lunar Year, 
how “our entire Western...our entire world calendar is based off of Christianity. Stuff like 
that is really upsetting.” Satyā was also frustrated that Hindu icons and imagery were 




those articles about like, oh, [my] God is being shown in flip flops or a toilet seat or in a 
bathroom stall.”  Satyā noted that the marketing and merchandising extended more 
broadly to Indian culture, including chai and yoga. She felt disappointed that the same 
respect and love given to Greek mythology in mainstream American culture was not 
afforded to Hinduism, and that it was relegated to tokenism and products. “It's just 
disappointing.”  
Satyā observed that Hindus Americans were left out of the U.S. discourse on 
diversity.  In thinking back to The Problem with Apu, Satyā noted that Kondabolu used 
the word brown as an ethnic descriptor, which she felt was too vague and possibly 
misused.  “I think [he] kind of speaks for all of South Asians but not clear[ly], because 
that can include Pakistanis, but then religion gets tied into all of this.” She felt that 
Kondabolu ought to have clarified “what he was addressing in terms of this character.”  
It is interesting to note how educators observed, experienced, and were impacted 
by their parents’ teaching practices of a non-dominant onto-epistemology within a 
dominant context. Satyā’s parents created an environment of authentic inquiry for their 
children’s exploration of Hinduism, modeling practice, regular visits to the temple, 
supporting learning experiences about Hinduism with peers at the camp, and encouraging 
dialogue. This gave her a sense of ownership and agency in her practice of Hinduism 
(Joshi, 2006b). This was most similar to Neerajā’s experience of understanding Hinduism 
from her parents, and close to Bhavāni’s, which included conversations and regular 
practice of rituals.  It appeared to be very different from Ādityā’s experience, which he 




visits to the ashram and close childhood friend; he ended up finding his own path in 
Buddhism, although he maintained an affection for Hinduism.  
Satyā felt pressured by her non-Hindu peers to be a content expert on Hinduism. 
Like Bhavāni, she recognized that their confusion about reincarnation was inherently 
onto-epistemological; it was further morphed by retrofitting karma into Christian-
normative (Joshi, 2006b, 2020) concepts of sin and punishment, making it even more 
difficult to disentangle. Unlike the participants in Joshi’s studies, however, Satyā (and 
Bhavāni and Neerajā) rejected the pressure to fit Hinduism into a Christian framework of 
religion in order to make sense of it; in fact, she described going through her own 
continuing journey of decolonizing her concepts of Hinduism including its miscataloging 
as polytheistic. Her awareness of her self-decolonization process is, perhaps, a part of the 
fluidity and reflexivity of transnational consciousness. She was disturbed by Christian-
normative Western societies that seemed benevolent to other cultures (e.g. celebrating 
Chinese New Year), but did little to interrogate their onto-epistemological dominance 
(e.g. the calendar). This recalls Spivak’s critique (1992) of multiculturalism as a 
superficial performance of including immigrants from the Global South as an 
advertisement of the benevolence of the Global North, although Satyā pushed the 
analysis to name Christianity, specifically.  
Satyā’s critical gaze at Christian-normativity and Western normativity and her 
grounding in Hindu epistemology was contextualized within a decolonial framework. 
When confronted with the commodification of Hindu iconography and Indian culture, 
this rich perspective allowed her to see that this was more than offensive; this was de-




and that this encouraged a disrespect for Hinduism that sat in contrast to the status 
afforded to the iconography of other ancient European civilizations, like the Greeks.  Her 
transnational consciousness showed her one mechanism for establishing and norming the 
pecking order of non-Christian (or pre-Christian) traditions. The centering of Greek 
mythology aligns with the modernist narrative that (Western) civilization originated in 
Greece (Mignolo, 2000). This echoed, exactly, Neerajā’s comment about Indian 
mythology to her student who celebrated Greek mythology. Moreover, Satyā noticed the 
silence about Apu’s religion in The Problem with Apu, and felt the absence of that 
specificity and that commentary.  This parallels Juluri’s argument (2021) that anti-Hindu 
bigotry gets overwritten with (or erased by) racial analyses in American critical media 
discourse. 
 
Marriage and Children  
 
 
Satyā had never felt comfortable talking with her parents about dating. While they 
never stated it overtly, she remembered that it was implied that she should not marry 
anyone who was Black, Muslim, or white. Of the three, she surmised that they would be 
the most okay with white and definitely not okay with Black. “I am mortified that was 
even a thing.” Her brother would challenge their parents by trying to provoke them, 
saying that he was gay or that he had defied the unspoken rule. Satyā, on the other hand, 
would ask her parents what made them think that they were better than those groups of 
people.  Her parents would respond that it was about maintaining their culture and 
keeping their traditions. Sometimes, they would relate a dramatized cautionary tale of a 




“blacklisted from the family.”  Satyā remembered a story her parents recounted of a 
young Indian American woman who had married a white construction worker.  For 
Satyā’s parents, “it was like she couldn't even find herself a [white] doctor.” Soon after 
the engagement, the young woman’s father was diagnosed with cancer. Satyā 
remembered arguing with her father, who claimed that it was because of the daughter’s 
engagement that the father had fallen sick. “Even at such a young age [we were] always 
being told to marry Indian. 
Satyā remembered “freaking out” when she finally told her mother about her high 
school boyfriend (who eventually became her husband). Her parents had been open about 
her going to her own high school prom with a friend that they knew, understanding that it 
was a school-based social event. She anticipated, however, that they’d have a lot of 
questions about her going to someone else’s prom in New Jersey; this wasn’t just a 
natural extension of school.  The fact that an Indian boy had asked her made Satyā think 
her parents would be even more curious, and that it would open up a lot of 
“uncomfortable questions.”  Satyā’s discomfort emerged from her mother’s hesitation to 
discuss romantic relationships and intimacy. (Even as an adult, Satyā’s aunt felt more 
comfortable talking to her about intimate things.)  Satyā noticed that a lot of her non-
Indian girlfriends “would always be very open with their mom about stuff like that. I 
never, I mean never, ever planned to talk to my mom about that [stuff].”   
While Satyā married an Indian American, she didn’t tell her father that her 
boyfriend was Gujarati until a year before their engagement.  He responded by asking her 
if she couldn’t have found “a nice Punjabi boy.”  She had tried, in fact.  “I was more 




felt that.” Satyā felt that while her father trusted her, that a Punjabi person would have 
been his preference. Her mother wasn’t so concerned with the fact that Satyā’s boyfriend 
was Gujarati; she was concerned that he was a “bad boy.” Satyā thought her mother had 
envisioned her marrying a “nice clean-cut boy from California.”  
 Satyā described her mother as quiet and reserved with her emotions. “I'm 
definitely very aggressive and I'm a fighter in my personality.” Satyā’s mother often 
pushed her to be humbler, calmer, and to not see the worst in people or situations.  Satyā 
and I had traded in-law stories during a one-on-one impromptu dinner (the other 
participants had all cancelled in the last minute), and she had shared that her relationship 
with her husband’s parents was fraught.  During a recent family gathering, her in-laws 
had insulted her parents; Satyā’s mother called her aunt, who then reached out to Satyā, 
asking her not to confront her in-laws, to avoid drama and upsetting them. Satyā felt like 
she was sometimes expected to play along with something she, and even her parents, 
didn’t believe in, as a part of her married life. 
Satyā hoped that when she had children, she would be able to be more open than 
her mother in discussing relationships and intimacy. She wondered if might be a struggle, 
since it hadn’t been modeled for her by her own mother; but, she appreciated how her 
aunt openly discussed. She appreciated how her aunt openly discussed these topics with 
her daughter, striking a “good balance between holding onto her values and roots...certain 
traditions or styles [which she got from] her parents” and a contemporary, “my kids grew 
up in Brooklyn” ethos.  She felt that these cousins saw themselves “American 
first...Indian second.” Satyā confessed that she would love for her children to see 




xenophobia and racism that she felt had become “the state of the country” in recent years, 
she would also be happy for her children to see themselves as American first.  “I think 
they should know that they are American and be very proud of that and remind the world 
that they are American.”  contemplated that the fact that her children would not be the 
children of immigrants might put the American part first.   
Satyā’s parents’ attitudes towards prom revealed how American school culture 
might be immigrant parents’ first or closest exposure to dominant American social 
culture; this might be confusing to negotiate, particularly as the uniquely social 
elements—like prom—reinforce conceptualizations of adolescent social development 
that are not universal, particularly for immigrant parents who grew up in a different social 
paradigm. This surfaced silences and spaces that were “uncomfortable” for both Satyā 
and her parents to address, as dating/marriage was perhaps the most evocative nexus for 
the inherent tensions or disparities between the individualistic and collectivist paradigms 
that Satyā and her family negotiated intergenerationally and interculturally. Marriage was 
also seen by her parents as a critical site for heritage (religious and cultural) maintenance, 
which is what animated their preference for their children to marry (Hindu) Indians. This 
also may have informed the implicit message they sent to their children about not 
marrying someone who was Black, White, or Muslim. Satyā was embarrassed by this 
messaging, and that her parents appeared to be particularly anti-Black.  South Asian 
immigrants struggle with Black-White binaries of race as they navigate acculturating into 
American society; while their rejection of Blackness may stem from persistently 
internalized colonial era racial hierarchies, it may also be informed by their rejection of 




It is also important to note that the majority of Black and White people in the United 
States are perceived as Christian; so, all three groups mostly likely fall under the two 
proselytizing religions. This, and not bigotry, might have informed Satyā’s parent’s 
preferences about their children’s marriage partners, particularly given their family’s 
history of religious persecution.  
Given the significance of local, regional culture and religious practices, Satyā’s 
father expressed some concern that she was marrying outside of their regional 
community. (This echoed Neerajā’s observations about her cousins marrying outside 
their regional community and how this impacted their home culture.)  Marriage was also 
situated within a collectivist construct, which compelled Satyā’s mother to ask her to 
prioritize harmony in the face of insult by her in-laws; this was frustrating for Satyā, who 
felt that this was contrived (Jaiswal, 2015). Although Satyā’s experiences were 
heightened because she was the only participant who was married, some version of these 
tensions, negotiations, and perspectives were shared across participant families.  
Satyā’s reflection on her aunt’s parenting style demonstrated her appreciation for 
simultaneity that was defined not only by culture (Indian and American, or more 
specifically, Brooklyn) but also by honoring concepts of tradition (which she connected 
with “roots” and “values”) and also acculturating and being present to their Brooklyn 
context.  Satyā’s contemplation about her future children’s self-identification was 
situated both within an agentive decision to identify as American first because of 
heightened xenophobia, along with the theorization that this might come naturally to 
them since they would not be the children of immigrants. This raises interesting questions 




Learning and Teaching 
 
 
After she graduated from college with a degree in science, Satyā’s planned to 
become a nurse practitioner. She had a six-month gap before her program started, and her 
parents told her that she couldn’t live at home for those six months, so she moved into her 
aunt and uncle’s home in Brooklyn. Her aunt worked for a literacy program at a graduate 
school of education. “Every night I just watched her absorbed in this curriculum world.” 
Her aunt got her an internship in the program and Satyā fell in love with the work. Her 
colleagues encouraged her to apply to the pre-service teacher education program. She 
wasn’t sure at first, because she had planned on becoming a nurse, so she took a social 
studies methods class to see if it might be a good fit.  She felt academically energized in a 
way that she hadn’t for a long time. Other than her psychology classes and a course in 
political science, she had found her undergraduate coursework to be too “procedural” and 
not intellectually challenging.  In the social studies methods course, however, “I felt very 
challenged and I liked that. I didn’t want to do something so procedural.” While she had 
been taught that there were multiple sides to every story, she hadn’t applied narrative 
plentitude to American history until she learned about the Native American perspective 
about Christopher Columbus in A Different Mirror (Takaki, 1993), which was on the 
syllabus. She was aware of colonization before, because of India, but hadn’t made a deep 
connection to “this country...I don’t know why.” 
Satyā took a second class in the program, this time in disabilities studies, and was 
just as inspired by the coursework and the professor.  Compelled by her work in in 
curriculum and by the “brilliant minds” she encountered in these courses, Satyā decided 




wouldn’t change it for anything.” Satyā remembered that when she was in college, a lot 
of folks she knew were applying to Teach for America as their “backup.” She couldn’t 
quite understand why someone would choose teaching as a backup plan. Once she 
realized that nursing wasn’t for her, she actively chose to become a teacher.   
Satyā guessed that her parents might have taken the news of her career switch 
well because her aunt had had a successful career in education, moving from classroom 
teacher to literacy consultant.  Satyā had a clear vision from the start that she eventually 
wanted to become a principal, that she didn’t intend on staying in the classroom forever.  
She described having an operational side to her that she wanted to apply in education.  
“And I want to bring a larger change than with thirty-two kids, you know, I think you can 
make a larger impact in an administration setting.” She had also contemplated engaging 
in educational policy.  Discussing these out-of-classroom aspirations with her parents 
made them more amenable to the idea of her working in education.  Satyā knew her 
father was proud of her, but he was very driven and was concerned about the financial 
insecurity that came with being a public-school teacher, which she understood. She found 
herself cringing when he asked her if she was done being a teacher and was ready to 
become a principal.  She would remind him that she needed seven years of teaching 
experience in order to be eligible, but he still persistently sent her articles about teacher 
retention rates and teacher burnout. Her mother, on the other hand, had wholeheartedly 
supported her choice. In fact, Satyā felt that her mother would have been a great 
classroom teacher.  
Like Ādityā, Satyā had a U.S.-based family member from the previous generation 




enter a field that was unusual for Indian Americans, but provided the direct opportunity. 
Satyā was drawn to the field because of her aunt, to whom she was very close. This led 
her to take up a position and take coursework; in both of these, she was inspired by the 
content and by her connection to the people. Like Ādityā and Bhavāni, she didn’t 
conceptualize her learning to teach as procedural; it was based on connection (Quin, 
2017).  A part of what enlivened the discipline for Satyā was her own growing awareness 
of the dominant narratives that narrowed her perspective. By engaging in narrative 
plentitude, through texts such as Takaki’s A Different Mirror (1993), Satyā made 
connections from her ancestral to post-colonial India to a newfound decolonial view on 
Christopher Columbus. She was surprised that she hadn’t made this connection before. 
This offers interest possibilities to engage the histories and knowledges of immigrant 
students from post-colonial nations in dialogue with the settler colonial identity of the 
United States.  It also raises questions about how the settler colonial identity of the 
United States is represented in school curriculum and how a decolonial lens might sit 
alongside an anti-race one.  
Reflecting upon her choice to teach, Satyā was perplexed by the attitude held by 
some of her college friends, who had chosen to apply to Teach for America as a backup 
plan. This reflects chronic perceptions that teaching is not taken seriously as a profession 
(Gordon, 2000) as well as concerns about the deleterious impact of programs like TFA 
that recruit folks who are not committed to the profession (Brewer, 2016; Darling-
Hammond, 2006; Heineke et al., 2014).  Having taken classes on critical multicultural 
social studies and disabilities studies, Satyā joined the profession with an assumption of 




2015; Picower, 2009; Su, 1997). This, and not status, is what motivated her plan to 
become a school administrator. Satyā’s father was concerned about her career choice, 
although unlike the other participants, his worry was about fiscal security and job 
stability (i.e. he sent her articles about teacher burnout) and not about social status. These 
differences in parental concern directly reflected their immigration stories and pathways: 
Satyā’s parents experienced career instability (and even personal harm) in the first years 
of their lives in the United States; the other participants’ parents arrived with high social 
and academic status and stability—with or for terminal degrees in their disciplines with 
relevant visas and positions.  
Satyā was surprised at the “lack of diversity in the [preservice elementary] 
inclusive [education] program,” but she appreciated that the program challenged people 
to “become more self-reflecting practitioners.” While that commitment to teacher 
reflexivity was not reflected in all her classes, she was glad that the core faculty shared 
the vision that had initially drawn her to the program.  “It was nice to know you’re not 
alone, like your vision, what you think of education...people do believe in what you 
believe in.” Satyā continued to be inspired by the two professors whose courses she took 
before applying to the master’s program. Aside from the curriculum, they impacted her 
on a human level, and she had carried that into her practice of teaching. “I don’t need 
someone to teach me reading and writing, like that’s what I know, I’ll figure it out, but 
it’s more about how we treat kids and how we treat each other, and that’s what I took 
away the most, so those two, I give the most credit to. 
Satyā remembered being deeply impacted by Peggy McIntosh’s The Invisible 




The article frames critical reflexivity in the context of systemic racism and privilege 
through a checklist of everyday and exceptional encounters and situations, such as media 
representation, freedom of expression without judgement, and access to medical and legal 
help. The checklist in the article helped Satyā recognize that while she didn’t have white 
privilege, she still had more privileges than others.  She reflected up on her privileges 
regularly in her teaching, wondering if her colleagues engaged in that kind of reflection. 
It bothered her that she hadn’t been invited to be on the school’s hiring committee; 
despite the fact that the school claimed to want a more diverse faculty, the committee was 
comprised of all white people and Satyā felt this reflected poorly to applicants. Reflecting 
on her own job search, she felt she might have chosen an offer she had received at a more 
culturally diverse school.  Satyā described her school as “very predominantly white” with 
some diversity; she found it interesting to observe how they were navigating Black 
History Month. She suspected that many of her white colleagues were driven by “white 
guilt.” While she truly believed in teaching about Black Lives Matter, she doubted her 
colleagues and school would do much after February. “We don't care anymore. I don't 
know, that's been resonating.”  She felt similarly about May’s Asian Pacific Heritage 
month.  “I think there's a month, but there's never conversation about what we are going 
to do [after].” Satyā also struggled with the impact of standardized testing on her 
classroom. “I don't know how we're expected to teach everything by March of the year. 
Then what's the point of having school after? I don't get it.” She wondered who benefited 
from the data and if it was even valuable. “Education in the city needs to be rebooted. 




Satyā’s critique of her teacher education program’s lack of diversity resonates 
with the commitment of transnational feminism (Swarr & Nagar, 2010) and of 
transnational literacy (Wang, 2016) to critical Academic reflexivity that is informed by 
and centers the field. At the same time, Satyā appreciated that the core faculty of her 
program held space for a reflexive community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), which 
reflected her relational approach to teaching and learning.  Her sincere commitment to 
inclusion and disrupting inequity through her practice of teaching meant that she 
continued these practices of critical reflexivity at her school. Like Neerajā, she was not 
satisfied with superficial performances of diversity; like Bhavāni, she wondered about the 
real impact of her work and the schools’ efforts towards diversity, about “what are we 
going to do [after]” Asian Pacific Heritage Month and Black History Month. She was 
concerned that her colleagues may have simply been mitigating their “white guilt” during 
these months, with little authentic reflexivity (i.e. engaging McIntosh’s checklist) to 
sustain actual change. This reflects the longstanding critique of how multicultural 
education often sits on the surface and does little to address knowledge construction 
processes, effectively confront inequity, or disrupt the school and social structures that 
perpetuate it (Banks & Banks, 1995; Delpit, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Nieto, 2009).  
Satyā’s critique extended to high stakes testing and outcomes-based learning metrics 
(Cochran-Smith & Villegas, 2015); her comment that policy makers ought to visit 
schools, once again, evoked transnational feminist praxis.  
Satyā had high standards for her students, which she felt was informed by her 
upbringing.  “So much of that is my culture and being brought up by my Indian parents 




whole belief of education, so much—without me realizing it in the moment.”  While the 
practice of setting high standards and personal challenges had translated into her 
teaching, Satyā also made a point of communicating with parents that their children were 
going to be fine, no matter what they did.  “I push my students to their limits and 99% of 
the families love that because they see their child being challenged for the first time ever 
in their academic career.”  
Satyā’s advice to new teachers was to develop a diverse, challenging, and 
supportive community of practice.  “Find people who you believe...have the same ideas 
and views with but also disagree with because that’s what’s gonna keep things exciting 
and keep you on your toes and challenge you.” She advised student teachers to take risks 
and try new things, depending on the support of the cooperating teacher. “Try it out, test 
it out, because you won’t get that freedom as much, depending what school you’re in. So, 
take advantage of that open space. And ask for help when you need it.” Satyā wanted to 
see more Indian American teachers, especially in urban schools. She advised them to be 
prepared to “stand out more than your colleagues.”  At her school, where the staff was 
predominantly white, she had allied with the few other teachers of color.  
     Even if there is a couple of you, unite together because you don’t want to feel 
like you have to fit in with the majority and don’t lose your identity. And don’t try 
to water things down. If your last name is hard to pronounce, teach your kids. 
Don’t just become Miss D or miss whatever. You should have pride in who you 
are and bring that into the room. I bring so much of Indian culture into the 
classroom. There is so much beauty in my background and I want the world know 
it! 
 
Hema Ganapathy-Coleman (2020), in an ethnographic study of ten Hindu Indian 
American first-generation immigrant parents, found that even as they prioritized 




academic achievement for them.   Ganapathy-Coleman theorized that their silent 
expectations were a result of several factors, including: immigration policies that filtered 
by academic credentials; parents wanting their children to acculturate to mainstream 
American society where “so-called geeks are not celebrated” (p. 111), model minority 
pressures to be silent and successful (p. 117), cultural memory of the value of education 
and Hindu philosophical frameworks about humility (p. 115). There were some 
interesting nodes that resonated with this study’s data. Satyā’s parents pushed her to be 
academically successful and wanted her to be well-rounded. Unlike Ganapathy-
Coleman’s participants, Satyā’s mother spoke up for her when her fourth grader teacher 
engaged her with a deficit lens and her parents did not enroll her in academic enrichment 
classes like Kumon. (It would appear that greater narrative plentitude would help unpack 
the academic expectations of first generation Indian American parents; participants were 
all upper middle-class professionals in the same city.)  Satyā’s advice for student teachers 
to take risks because they might not have the opportunity in their jobs reflected Smith and 
Avetisian’s (2011) findings on how first year teachers who may have practiced 
constructivist teaching in their practicums often conformed to the pressures and 
expectations of traditional schools once they started working. Her advice to seek 
guidance from cooperating teachers reflected an apprenticeship style of mentorship that is 
shown to be more effective than reflective coaching (Smith & Avetisian, 2011).   Like the 
community of practice Satyā appreciated in her teacher education program, she felt that 
developing a similar community with other teachers of color was important for her 
teaching practice; this solidarity was not premised upon the notion of a shared monolithic 




individual identity expression, and to challenge each other’s ideas, in the true spirit of 
critical epistemic friendship (Nguyen et al., 2016). Like Neerajā, Satyā did not 
compromise her identity at school in order to accommodate others’ unfamiliarity or 
discomfort. In fact, she felt her classroom and teaching were enriched by the beauty of 




Satyā’s relationship to her parents’ immigration story was complex; she 
recognized that they still bore scars from their early years of facing discrimination and 
economic hardship. At the same time, perhaps because their pain was still so visceral, she 
wished they could appreciate how much they had achieved despite that hardship. Their 
story was enmeshed within shifting paradigms of collectivism and individualism; Satyā 
didn’t frame her family’s immigration story solely within the context of her nuclear 
family, a unit which she felt was not authentic for her. Satyā also seemed to 
conceptualize the lived experience of immigration as from the local to the local; region of 
origin and local experiences and contexts in the host country were more influential is 
shaping the contours of identity and expression, of simultaneity and belonging, than a 
broader sense of country to country. This arose in her awareness when she had 
opportunities to engage with other Indian Americans came from outside her Jackson 
Heights weekend home (i.e. in college, during this study). At the same time, growing up 
in the United States did not preclude her from feeling a strong connection to India and 
being in India; even one generation after immigration, Satyā felt a deep reverence and 




perceptions of India and Hinduism, and her experiences of being in India heightened the 
cognitive dissonance she felt about those skewed perspectives. Her experiences being a 
child of immigrants and a transnational person shaped her awareness (i.e.. her 
transnational consciousness); the resonant notes of moments when dominant society 
peered down irreverently at what or whom she revered (i.e. her teacher speaking down to 
her mother; Hindu iconography put on toilet seat covers) became enfolded into her meta-
awareness, a consciousness that observed.  Her awareness served as a kind of compass, 
orienting her commitments, negotiations, and navigation of social, commercial, political, 
and educational interactions and environments that are embedded within geopolitical 
contexts. This included refusing to dilute her name or her identity for others’ comfort, 
continuing to nurture and center her time with her family, and critiquing the extraction 
and commodification of Hindu and Indian culture for profit. This pushes the conversation 
beyond understanding how intersectionality impacts experience, and reverses the gaze to 
see how identities are mobilized towards global, imperialistic agendas (Detweiler, 2016; 
Spivak, 2016).    
Satyā’s experiences as a second-generation immigrant and her transnational 
consciousness informed how she navigating her classroom and how she engaged with her 
colleagues. She chose to enter the profession specifically to serve as a role model for 
minoritized students; so, she felt it was important to represent her whole self in the 
classroom, and not shy away or obscure the parts of her identity or culture that were non-
dominant or easily understandable. This included the correct pronunciation of her name. 
She felt that her model towards pushing her students towards excellence emerged directly 




Indian American. Satyā as aware that U.S. immigration policies were not always 
immigrant-friendly, and that her own parents had struggled to find work and to 
experience full social acceptance because of their accents; she also recognized that what 
was a normal part of school social culture was tricky to navigate at home. All of these 
experiences created a sensitivity and awareness in Satyā that applied to the ways in which 
she contemplated diversity and inclusion, although she was just beginning to understand 
the source of her perspectives. This reflects Philip’s research (2014) that there are 
insufficient opportunities for Asian American teachers to engage their experiences and 












While the purpose of this study was not to generalize findings from the four 
participants, there were some threads that emerged organically, connected their narratives 
and allowing for some tentative general observations.  The inquiry’s three guiding 
questions will frame the overarching discussion of those observations. 
 
How Do Second-Generation Indian American Teachers Relate to and Imagine 
Immigrant, Immigration, And Transnationalism? 
 
Simultaneity.  The participants’ relationships with immigration and being 
second-generation immigrants were not unidirectional (i.e. from home country to host 
country); rather, they were complex circuits over time, space, and relationships, 
extending beyond the transnational social field. Although all four of them were born in 
and grew up in the United States, they all felt deeply connected to India and not just 
Indian culture. Bhavāni watered her roots with frequent visits to India; not only was she 
was drawn there socially by her family, but she wanted her future offspring to feel that 
same connection to place and people at the source, and not simply through cultural 
maintenance in the United States.  Neerajā and Satyā both contested popular Western 
images of India as “third world” or “developing”; grounded in their own experiences of 
being in India and knowing India, and not just their parents’ stories, they felt deeply 
connected to Indian beauty, knowledges, and ways of being. While Ādityā had spent the 
least amount of time in India of the four, he also expressed a longing to explore beyond 




in Hindu homes in a Christian-dominant country, a simultaneity of onto-epistemologies; 
this kept them (or at least was an attempt to keep them) grounded in the indigenous 
tradition of their home land. All of these connections co-existed alongside their very real, 
grounded participation in American society as members of local social institutions 
(including schools), which are shaped and informed by the moral and epistemological 
frameworks of the settler colonists’ religion. 
Negotiation.  The participants understood, especially in contemplating their 
parents’ experiences, that immigration was a process of balancing and negotiating 
choices, and that this often happened at the level of family. Bhavāni and Ādityā both 
empathized with the decision-making that their parents had to negotiate as immigrants, 
even if they questioned their parents’ choices as children. Bhavāni’s and Ādityā’s parents 
insisted that their children learn English; Ādityā’s mother later lamented not having 
taught her children Tamil. Simultaneously, Bhavāni’s parents regularly practiced pujas at 
home, Neerajā’s parents encouraged their children to learn Oriya dance and drama, and 
Satyā grew up visiting Jackson Heights (where there was a large Indian immigrant 
community) and the nearby mandir (temple) regularly. Each family made different 
choices, informed and compelled by acculturation, heritage maintenance, personal 
histories, and personal contexts. Satyā, the only participant who was married and perhaps 
closest to having children herself, contemplated how she might make choices that were 
somewhat different from the ones her parents made.  Some of the tensions the 
participants negotiated were perceived, analyzed, and held through their transnational 




included: collectivism and individualism; coloniality and modernity; epistemic awareness 
and hegemony.   
Local to local. The data showed that their immigration experiences and 
paradigms were local to local and not necessarily experienced in an everyday way at the 
level of country to country. All four participants expressed the strongest connection to 
their region of origin. Neerajā’s felt a significant responsibility to maintain Oriya culture 
and language, not only because the latter was endangered, but because her mother had 
written books in Oriya and she felt this was her legacy. She was inspired by the distinct 
Oriya temple dance and Oriya Hindu festivals were a part of her lived experience in the 
United States, even when they were met with raised eyebrows from her friends.  Satyā 
related most significantly to the Punjabi experience; having married someone from a 
different region of India, Satyā was negotiating what that might mean for their future 
children in terms of language. Ādityā’s strongest connections to his Indian roots were 
through Tamilian music, art, and history, rather than the popular Bollywood culture that 
many non-Indians associate with being Indian.  
While Bhavāni grew up in an area with many post-colonial immigrants, she still 
felt distinct from the mostly Haitian immigrant community, as she was neither Black nor 
Christian. Ādityā was aware of what it meant to grow up brown in a very white 
community, particularly after 9/11. Neerajā grew up in an “idyllic” suburb that was 
mostly populated by white and Asian families, where she experienced proselytizing from 
a classmate in school.  Satyā moved from a hyperdiverse community in Queens to a very 
white, Christian community in Staten Island; because her family visited Nānā in Queens 




college, she discovered that their frameworks for being Indian American were informed 
by different local, American contexts.  
Asset-based view of immigrants. All the participants had asset-based views 
about immigrants, speaking about them as agentive and intelligent. Neerajā described 
immigrants as “coming here to flourish”; Bhavāni demanded that the Bangladeshi cashier 
at CVS be treated with dignity. Satyā was keenly aware that her parents and grandfather 
were highly qualified and capable, and admired them for what they had accomplished. 
Ādityā recognized that Indian immigrants had agency and power, and also noted the 
community support of immigrants in the Dominican diaspora in Washington 
Heights.  What also emerged through the participants was that immigrants don’t leave 
their motherland because they have ceased to love it; in fact, they can retain a deep 
affection and still choose to leave. Ādityā’s father shared stories of a joyous and rich 
childhood in India that made Ādityā wonder why he even chose to immigrate. Neerajā 
grew up with stories of her parents’ courtship and of the distinct and rich history of 
Orissa. Their parents’ stories held deep meaning for them and left lasting impressions on 
how they felt positively connected to India in their adult lives.    
Complex views on immigration. At the same time, the participants recognized 
the social and systemic obstacles that immigrants face. Satyā recognized that not all 
communities across the country welcomed immigrants, and was troubled by how her 
parents’ experiences with discrimination had left lasting scars. Bhavāni, Neerajā, and 
Satyā recognized that English fluency was not sufficient for immigrants to be accepted 
into American society; American accents were an additional hurdle.  For Satyā, this 




in front of her. Ādityā was concerned that there were insufficient conversations about and 
support for immigrants to help them navigate social institutions and thrive once they got 
here; he felt that most conversations were focused on the border. Neerajā noted that some 
immigrants, like her roommates’ mother, felt that the formal immigration process ought 
to be challenging, because it had been for them; she wondered if this was the right way 
forward.  
All four participants also experienced the onto-epistemic dominance of Christian 
normativity (and monotheistic normativity) as religiously-minoritized immigrants, which 
manifested in a variety of ways, including othering, exotification, coloniality, 
tokenization, proselytization, and open discrimination. This happened in school, both 
academically and socially, when Satyā’s teacher asked her to change her name, Bhavāni’s 
classmates asked her to explain reincarnation, and Neerajā’s classmate tried to convert 
her with handmade pamphlets.  They encountered it in ordinary social interactions and 
across media and commercial spaces; Satyā was discussed how painful it was to see 
images of Hindu deities on toilet seat covers; Neerajā’s friend interrogated her about the 
meaning of Kumar Jayanti. Bhavāni bemoaned that there was still not equal and 
respectful representation of Hinduism in media, and Ādityā was frustrated with how 
Buddhism was loosely adopted by Americans as a kind of social performance of spiritual 
adornment. They observed and negotiated this dominance from childhood through the 
time of the study. This will be discussed in greater detail in the next section.  
 
What is Their Transnational Consciousness?  
Transnational consciousness appears to manifest as a space of knowing and not 




It seems to be filled with awarenesses and tensions, dilemmas and decisions, silences and 
continuities. Because transnational people may have opportunities to be connected to 
another place, through ancestry, family and travel, with childhood homes sometimes 
acting as a portal to that other place, transnational people may have the opportunity to see 
here from there.   
Collectivism and individualism. Participants’ awareness of and dance between 
collectivism individualism was a strong thread in their transnational consciousness.  This 
manifested clearly in discussions about relationships, marriage, and family. Ādityā’s 
parents were pressuring him to find someone that would suit the family, while he wished 
they would prioritize his happiness. At the same time, Ādityā noted that his father’s 
descriptions of living in a joint family seemed joyful and rewarding. Bhavāni felt 
pressure from her family to get married and have children; her parents even signed her up 
for an Indian matrimonial website. She found herself clearing up misconceptions about 
contemporary arranged marriage to non-Indians; Bhavāni thought it made sense to find a 
partner through a trusted elder. She also repeatedly described her parents’ generosity and 
care for extended family members, who often came and stayed with them while she was 
growing up.   
All the participants expressed being very close to their families, which was a 
tender and complicated space. For some, like Satyā, this was far beyond the closeness 
they saw with their non-Indian peers; Satyā was aware that this wasn’t a dominant way of 
thinking about family and how her closeness might be perceived. Participants’ definitions 
of family extended beyond the conventional Western nuclear family and was an ongoing 




intensity that was not always easy. For Ādityā, this tension revolved around 
understanding his family’s religion and pressure for him to marry an Indian woman. 
Satyā was, perhaps, the most verbal about prioritizing her whole (not just nuclear) family 
in her life; as the same time, she expressed understanding and annoyance at her mother’s 
advice for maintaining harmonious ties with her in-laws. Participants were awareness of 
how their collectivist conceptualizations of family were not normative within the 
dominant framework, which was more individualistic and sometimes irreverent to elders. 
While they were aware of this disparity, and how they might be read, they continued to 
operate from their frameworks without apology. Bhavāni recalled how awkward she felt 
calling professors by their first names and asking to continue using the formal title; Satyā 
remembered rejecting advice from friends about how to talk back to her parents. This 
awareness of multiple paradigms and agency in openly engaging the non-dominant, non-
local one is a part of transnational consciousness.  
Coloniality and modernity. Another striking part of their transnational 
consciousness was their awareness of how colonial narratives informed American views 
of India and Hinduism. Throughout the course of the study, by taking in their 
observations, it became clear that the American domestic narrative of immigration from 
the Global South to the Global North was from coloniality to modernity, from 
superstition to science, from developing to developed, from regressive to modern.  In 
various instances, participants found themselves aware of this dichotomy, while also 
being aware of their non-Indian peers’ lack of awareness. In other words, the participants 
were aware that what was normal to their non-Indian, non-Hindu or non-Buddhist peers 




having to explain reincarnation, recognizing that the only reason she had to do this was 
because the single-life paradigm was dominant. Similarly, Satyā found herself having to 
explain karma within a single-life paradigm, which doesn’t connect. She also struggled to 
explain how Hinduism wasn’t polytheistic within the dominant Abrahamic 
conceptualization of God.  Because the dominant definitions were seen by their non-
Hindu peers as normal and universally true, they found themselves having to combat 
colonial narratives that their concepts were superstitious. In some instances, they had to 
unpack their own misconceptions. Satyā recalled how it took her time to understand that 
Hinduism was not actually polytheistic. Neerajā discovered that story of Ganesha that 
ended with the rule of sleeping East-to-West was not superstition, but was a way of 
conveying a scientific principle in Vāstu Shastra about the impact of electromagnetic 
waves on the body. Ādityā referred to the Hindu practice of using specific hands for 
specific tasks as unscientific and unmodern. Transnational consciousness holds that 
tension of heritage culture being cast as superstitious and irrational and having to defend 
against that perception, while also navigating it.  This is why and how transnational 
consciousness is not just about identity and culture, but about onto-epistemology. At an 
identity level, while Indian Americans (and, more specifically, Hindu Americans) enjoy 
class privilege, that class privilege obscures onto-epistemic dis-privilege.  
Pluralism. Transnational consciousness can also hold seemingly opposite or 
conflicting ideas at the same time. For instance, the tone, feeling, and experiences of each 
participant in terms of their relationship to India was unique, not just because of 
individual differences, but because “Indian” seems to be a category comprised of 




West Bengali culture, and Satyā described being in an inter-regional Indian 
marriage.  This data doesn’t reveal whether there would have been greater variety within 
representatives of each region, but certainly there was variety between them. And yet 
something held them together—these ideas of reverence for family, of lineage, of 
language and religion, of spending time in the ancestral land, of the arts and this love for 
learning and knowing.  
All the participants expressed agility and dexterity in navigating multiple 
paradigms and histories simultaneously, even if was sometimes uncomfortable, 
frustrating, or a disorienting dilemma. For instance, Bhavāni was committed to 
supporting communities of color, recognizing that as an Indian American, she was not 
amongst the most marginalized. At the same time, she was aware that her own ancestral 
history of oppression was not known or recognized, and was even overwritten by 
American social theories and movements. When Neerajā encountered the turmeric-happy 
hummus vendor, she was cognizant of his limited conceptualization of “a long time”; she 
was also bursting with the inner knowledge that turmeric appeared in “my Vedas” 
thousands of years prior. This knowledge of a vast history and civilization from the home 
or ancestral country that others don’t know or recognize in the host country is a part of 
transnational consciousness.  It is possible that this aspect of transnational consciousness 
informs or compels a resistance to being assimilated into dominant paradigms of race and 
privilege, which are almost exclusively domestically informed and curated. Perhaps this 
is an act of resistance against Western or American dominance.  
Transnational epistemic friendships. Throughout the course of the study, there 




tensions to name these narratives; it would appear that there is a collective transnational 
consciousness which becomes refined through intragroup discourse.  In fact, three of the 
participants explicitly named transnational epistemic friendships: Neerajā’s Oriya 
American childhood friend and her college friend (who helped her understand the 
significance of mocking the Indian English accent); Ādityā friend from the ashram; and 
the South Asian sorority that Satyā started. All four participants joined the study eager to 
find some kind of kinship, a heritage-based community of practice. At the end of the 
study, Satyā expressed surprise that there were so many differences between them.  Satyā 
and Ādityā shared that they had longed for community and genuine, rich conversation 
and dialogue in the group. The group dinners and the individual conversations we had 
during our interviews were incredibly complex in terms of sharing uncertainty, questions, 
vulnerabilities, and opening up opinions and ideas. This included their clear expressions 
of wanting to know more, of not already knowing.  All of them proactively asked me at 
the end of their exit interviews to continue sharing related media and materials that might 
expand their awareness.  
 
How Do They Understand How This Impacts Their Classrooms?  
Emerging connections. Similar to the participants in my pilot study, it seemed 
that the participants hadn’t yet fully explored the rich connections between their 
transnational/immigrant knowledges and their roles as teachers. For instance, Ādityā 
shared how participating in the study inspired him to reflect, for the first time, on how his 
upbringing and experiences as the child of immigrants impacted his pedagogy. Bhavāni 




policy, and shared rich experiences and awarenesses of visiting classrooms outside the 
United States, with a deep awareness of her privilege as a U.S. educator. However, she 
didn’t articulate a direct connection between her experience as a child of immigrants and 
her pedagogy or advocacy in her school in the United States. None of the participants 
articulated direct links between their experience as the children of immigrants and their 
teaching of immigrants and about immigration, even when directly prompted to consider 
this connection. All the participants shared that their immigrant experiences had not been 
mentioned or examined during their teacher education experiences. 
Presence as disruption.  Satyā and Neerajā were, perhaps, more overt than 
Ādityā and Bhavāni in bringing their Indianness to the classroom, whether it was about 
physical symbolism (Satyā’s chooda) or Neerajā’s class discussion of The Problem with 
Apu. Satyā articulated that she proudly brought her Indian culture to the classroom. In 
this sense, Satyā and Neerajā, who had both stated that they were Indian American (and 
that the Indian came first), made a point of asserting their transnational identities in 
school as a part of their students’ learning experiences. Bhavāni was grateful that her 
presence on a mostly white faculty made the parents of her students, who were mostly 
families of color, feel more comfortable. While these participants brought their identities 
into the classroom, they didn’t necessarily make connections between the rich and 
nuanced transnational awarenesses they shared with me and their teaching practices. The 
one exceptional example was, perhaps, when Neerajā made a point of asking how to 
pronounce students’ names and recognizing students’ holidays, particularly if they 




Relationships.  All of the participants valued the relational aspects of their 
teaching practice, engaging in respectful and meaningful relationships with their students 
and, for the teachers who worked with younger students, their students’ parents.  This, 
perhaps, emerged from their personal experiences with rich transnational social fields, 
and coming from a collectivist paradigm that values the parent relationship. This 
attention to relationship building also extended into collegial spaces; all of the 
participants were keen on developing transnational professional epistemic friendships, 
which was their motivation for connecting with me and participating in the study.  
Reflecting on their own education.  While the participants didn’t necessarily 
make connections between their own curricular practices and their transnational 
consciousness, they recalled and articulated resounding critiques of the ways in which 
they were taught about India and Hinduism during their own schooling experiences, and 
the ways in which this impacted them and their relationships with their peers.  Bhavāni 
talked about always feeling othered, despite growing up with other immigrants of color. 
Neerajā observed how learning about Christianity in school was normed through the 
study of culture, while Hinduism was relegated to World Religions. Time and again, 
participants found themselves having to defend or explain against the dominant norm, 
while they were aware of an entirely different normal at home. Bhavāni chuckled when 
her friends came to her parents’ home and were surprised that it was “so Indian.” Satyā 
remembered well how her fourth-grade teacher had spoken patronizingly to her mother 
because of her Indian accent, despite her mother’s English fluency; she also remembered 
how her mother had stood up for her daughter despite this offense. Bhavāni recalled how 




immigrants) when their white teacher had been acting with overt bias. Reflecting on their 
own childhood educational experiences, specifically through the lenses of immigration 
and transnationalism, was a powerful window into phenomena and awarenesses that 
would surely benefit their classrooms, their colleagues’ practices, and conceptualizations 
of inclusion and plurality in teacher education if it were to be engaged more consistently 
and deliberately.  
 
Limitations of the Study 
 
 
Because of the small population size of this study, and the unique qualities of the 
Indian American diaspora as described in Chapter III, one of the perceived limitations of 
this study is that is not generalizable, even as it might inform more nuanced theories and 
practices regarding social justice education, teacher education, and teacher diversity. 
Additionally, because this study was limited to New York City, it might be perceived as 
only locally relevant. In defining Indian American as second-generation and descended 
from people who immigrated from India, I artificially restricted the definition of desi, by 
not including the entire desi diaspora from across the planet. Expanding desi to include 
the full desi diaspora would have, indeed, made this study even more transnational and 
provided even greater, richer data and complexity to understanding the phenomenon of 
transnational consciousness. The four participants never had an opportunity to all meet in 
person together; in fact, Ādityā was the only one who met Bhavāni in person. Because of 
this, the line of inquiry into the group as a whole was limited to the WhatsApp group 
interactions, which unfortunately, as mentioned above and by two of the participants, 




Inasmuch as any study is limited because it is frozen in time, the most striking 
limitations of this study were the unforeseeable shifts that happened in 2020 just after the 
data collection ended, including: the jarring effect of the global pandemic upon all 
aspects of our lives and communities, including teaching and schools, and the mirror it 
has held up to the cracks in our systems; the tipping point of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, its resonant domestic impact, and its ripple effect across the globe; and the 
election of a second-generation Indian American as the Vice President.  
 
Implications for Research and Practice 
 
 This is simply the beginning of a much broader exploration of transnational 
consciousness in the context of teacher education and second-generation immigrant 
teachers. For instance, there are exciting ways this particular study could be expanded 
and redesigned. A longitudinal study of these same four participants over the course of 
their teaching careers might yield insights into how and even why transnational 
consciousness changes over time.  Simultaneously, a variation of the study could be 
designed to include more participants across the country, particularly as we have entered 
a (hybrid) distance learning culture in many areas.  If the participant group meets online, 
we could possibly meet more frequently and engage with media in more interactive ways, 
possibly leading to richer community data than I was able to gather in this study.  It 
would also be interesting to engage Indian American teachers in a conversation with 
Indian teachers about India’s controversial new National Education Policy (Ministry of 
Human Resources Development [MHRD], 2020); embedded in the policy is the spirit of 




is the first Indian education policy to take these steps to this degree, with a powerful and 
specific focus on teacher education and pedagogical content knowledge over curriculum.  
 The heartbeat of my work on my own transnational consciousness is 
decoloniality; the ways in which my own views and awarenesses shifted during the 
course of this study were, without exaggeration, stunning. I found myself going 
repeatedly back to the questions: Without decoloniality, is culturally sustaining pedagogy 
simply colonially sustaining pedagogy? Are we simply accepting coloniality as a fait 
accomplit under the pretense of cultural evolution? In my community work over the past 
year and a half, I have been in conversation with Hindu American parents and students; 
there is a keen awareness that the ways in which Hinduism is represented in classrooms 
and on campuses are not only perpetuating colonizing theories about Hinduism, but are 
causing rifts in families, in no small part because the colonial gaze is represented as 
social justice. It is shockingly blatant cultural epistemic violence that has inspired a 
Hindu American home-schooling movement. I look at the social justice movements 
happening in and about India, taking up the language and skeletons of American 
movements, and I wonder, who is speaking for the subaltern? Is it the urban Indian elite, 
communicating in fluent and pleasing English through mainstream media?     
When it comes to post-colonial places, it is important to differentiate between 
identity and epistemology, because both have been attacked under the premise of 
modernity and improvement. While anti-racist work may center the knowledge 
experience of those with certain identities—because racism is constructed upon 
identity—anti-colonial work, or decoloniality, is also about epistemology. Even as we 




deconstructions in order to recenter the epistemologies of the mother lands of 
transnational teachers from post-colonial societies. Otherwise, these same teachers may 
unwittingly become agents of colonialism, even as they genuinely strive to teach for 
social justice. Using Indian American teachers as an example, we know that their parents’ 
educations in India about India were systemically colonized through educational policy 
post-Independence (MHRD, 2020). We also know that there is extreme colonial bias in 
Indology and South Asian studies departments in the United States (Adluri, 2011; Adluri 
& Bagchee, 2015), which filters into the K—12 curriculum and textbooks that many of 
these teachers would have received as children growing up in the United States. If these 
teachers decided to study India (or Indic civilization) in college, they would likely have 
been exposed to the scholarship that produces this bias.  Thus, it is reasonable to operate 
from the assumption that Indian American teachers (and all US teachers) have been 
taught to read India colonially.  
Having said that, I was inspired and heartened that the four participants in this 
study seemed open-minded about their views, even if some of them had already started to 
form opinions (or concerns) about, for instance, contemporary events in India.  More than 
that, there was a distinct longing that each expressed to find out more.  In fact, Ādityā and 
Bhavāni even expressed some frustration in not having easy access to alternative 
perspectives and not finding it easy to have generative conversations with their family 
members about these topics. In my one-on-one conversations with them, I found that they 
were open and eager to have these difficult conversations, laying out assumptions and the 




At the intersection of teacher education and teacher education research, I am 
inspired by the prospect of expanding upon the theory of transnational consciousness. It 
would be powerful to develop teacher education coursework that supports transnational 
educators to decolonially unpack their heritages and critically examine the complicity of 
the Academy and of schools in sustaining the colonial lens; this would be a powerful 
iteration of culturally sustaining teacher education that might begin to address the 
problem of having to assimilate into dominant teacher culture (Gordon, 2000; Nguyen, 
2008). Simultaneously, an adjacent course might be open to all teachers, so that teaching 
for social justice could expand to fully and actively embrace decoloniality. In the places 
where education meets other disciplines such as sociology, religion, and history, it is 
important to include more voices in the conversation about caste and Hinduism.  Of 
course, in order to do this sincerely, before even coming to transnational teachers, we 
would need to first honor and engage in a related space for indigenous teachers. This 
includes the significant step of engaging a decolonial lens, and not simply as a 
companion or subset of the racial lens. Decoloniality necessarily invokes histories of 
religious imperialism, engaging us in conversations and awarenesses that are, perhaps, 
still uncomfortable and not yet normed.  This is precisely what makes this a generative 
space; differentiating between the struggles of anti-racism and decoloniality expands the 
conversation beyond identity, beyond the borders and brings us to the otherwise obscured 
spaces of onto-epistemological plurality.  
And finally, the space where I have deep wonder, that I feel holds the most 
promise, sits well beyond the borders of the term transnational consciousness that I 




study, I came to recognize that in taking up the term “transnational,” I may have been 
reinscribing the very thing I sought to name and disrupt: Western hegemony.  
     Concepts such as citizenship, the state, civil society, public sphere, human 
rights, equality before the law, the individual, distinctions between public and 
private, the idea of the subject, democracy, popular sovereignty, social justice, 
scientific rationality, and so on all bear the burden of European thought and 
history. (Chakrabarty, 2000) 
 
What I have come to recognize as truly decolonial, a framework that pushes 
transnational feminism and critical transnational literacy to challenge itself, the meta-
awareness that imagines beyond the Euronormative nation that I unwittingly reinscribed, 
this is the space and possibility upon which I will meditate and inquire for years to come: 
trans-civilizational consciousness.  
 








I imagine that it’s always a bit strange to write a dissertation, particularly one that 
is socio-politically inscribed.  Data is frozen in time, while the world keeps churning out 
new contexts that can change our perspectives in an instant. In this sense, perhaps we are 
all historians. That said, when I proposed to write my dissertation on the transnational 
consciousness of second-generation Indian American teachers who were committed to 
teaching for social justice in 2019, I didn’t account for 2020.  The week after my data 
collection ended, New York City schools went remote because of a global pandemic that 
brought the world to its knees. Coronavirus has made us question everything we think we 
know about how society functions, the interconnectedness of nations, and what it means 
to have “first-world problems.” A U.S. passport, which used to represent global access, is 
now denied entry in most countries because of our virus rate. In the United States, the 
pandemic has magnified socioeconomic and racial inequity, illuminating the cracks in our 
health and educational systems, and changed the face of higher education, including 
teacher education. Soon after the pandemic hit the United States, the Black Lives Matter 
movement reached a flashpoint, following the murder of George Floyd.  The ensuing 
protests brought complex conversations about systemic racism, justice, and inequity to 
dinner tables and communities not only across the country, but across the world. And, as 
if all of that weren’t enough to reframe the contemporary context of this particular study, 
in November, Kamala Harris, a second-generation Indian American, became the Vice 
President Elect. Not only is she Indian American, she’s Tamilian American.  
Everything about the identities and histories of Indian Americans, Tamilian 




process. Colonial theories about India and Hinduism have been given social justice 
makeovers and been mobilized by popular conflations of caste and race. Currently, the 
dominant voices speaking out about Hindu American caste issues do not come from 
within the Hindu community, but very much from outside it, and by people who actively 
silence the voices of Hindu and Hindu American Dalits.  These voices reduce the entirety 
of Hindu theology to the caste system, conflating the priestly, scholarly caste with 
Whiteness, separating Dalits outside of Hinduism without their consent.  This is not only 
unacceptable and misleading, it is anti-Dalit.  When social justice is taken up by the 
outsiders of a community, applying an external epistemic analysis to correct the 
inequities within that community, when that community has its own framework for self-
analysis and self-correction, this is colonization. This critique sits at the heart of this 
dissertation, and is a central concern of my scholarship and work. This is not to avoid 
issues of caste, or to blame caste oppression solely on colonization, but to bring attention 
to the pressing need to decolonize and de-Westernize conversations, analyses, and 
remedies about communities and traditions that have their own histories and paradigms.  
This has been a recurring theme since COVID-19 arrived. The pandemic has 
surfaced regular conversations about how we look at and think about the world, personal 
health, public health, and the planet. Mask-wearing controversies and social distancing 
rules have sparked greater awareness of the tensions and gaps between collectivist and 
individualist paradigms. For some families, the combination of remote schooling and 
parents who are essential workers and frontline health workers has surfaced the 
limitations of nuclear family setups. The virus has lit up the planet’s circuits of 




humanitarianism, when “developed nations” are struggling to manage public health 
issues equitably and effectively.  
Amidst this moment, I found myself recalling a particular set of data; I had asked 
the participants if there was some part of being Indian, a practice or concept, which was 
difficult for their non-Indian peers to understand. All of them named the concept of 
jhutā—not sharing food or utensils that have come into contact with someone’s saliva. 
Awareness of jhutā was deeply ingrained into their systems; they had an immediate 
reflexive aversion when they saw people share food or utensils. I went back to Neerajā’s 
comment about ancient cultures embedding purification ceremonies into their traditions 
in order to survive plagues and pandemics. I thought about how those rituals are analyzed 
through the Western gaze, scholarly and otherwise, and deconstructed as ritualistic and 
superstitious, even as young, Western societies quickly adopted their own cleansing 
rituals this year. Many of my friends share that they now have a visceral response when 
social distancing is not observed and are fastidious about washing hands and groceries at 
home. Awareness and practices have shifted, with new contexts and realities.  
Perhaps this intense, difficult, and reflective moment might give rise to new 
conversations, revealing the coloniality that continues beneath Western imperialist 
frameworks which have long been camouflaged as normal, modern, and humanitarian. In 
a strange way, amidst this crisis, the upheaval of normalcy and shifting of norms gives 
me hope that there might be more room for pluralism and for different ways of being and 
thinking about the planet and society to co-exist and converse. At the very least, a new 
and unanticipated window has opened for us. 
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Appendix A—TEXT FROM RECRUITMENT MATERIALS 
 
Sākshi: A Phenomenological Inquiry into the Transnational Consciousness of 
Second-Generation Indian American Teachers 
 
 
About this Study 
 
There continue to be crucial conversations and significant struggles around 
diversifying the teaching force in the United States. But there is very little research and 
dialogue on second-generation immigrant teachers, even though first—and second-
generation immigrants make up 25% of the U.S. population and 25% of students in our 
K—12 schools. Not to mention, the current (and post—9/11) public discourse about 
immigration within which we are embedded as brown teachers is complex, nuanced, and 
deeply affecting. We know, anecdotally and personally, that being second-generation 
immigrants gives us a unique lens into schools and the country. My hope is to integrate 
and animate that valuable knowledge into larger academic and teacher education spaces.    
Be a part of opening up the conversation!  
 
Criteria for Participation 
 
You may qualify to take part in this research study if: 
 
1. You identify as second-generation Indian American teacher (i.e. your parents 
immigrated from India). 
2. You have been teaching in New York City schools (public, private, charter) for 2—15 
years and you received your degree in education during or after 2001. 
3. You identify as having a social justice stance in your teaching. 
4. You agree to participate in a closed online group for the duration of the study. 
 
Time Commitment  
 
It will take from 15.5 hours and 27.5 hours of your time to complete over the course of 
five months in Fall/Winter 2019/2020. There will be two in-person interviews (at a 
location of your convenience) and one to three group hangouts. The bulk of the study is a 
closed online group, where you will be asked to participate and engage for at least 10 
minutes a week. Approximately six to eight people will participate in this study.  All 





This dissertation research study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board of 
Teachers College, Columbia University.  If you are interested in participating in this 
study, please email Indu Viswanathan (iv54@tc.columbia.edu).  
 
Thank you! 
Indu Viswanathan, M.A.  






Appendix B—INTAKE INTERVIEW MENU OF QUESTIONS 
 
● Viewing of Trailer for The Problem with Apu (truTV, 2017). 
○ What came up for you while watching this? 
 
Second-generation Immigrant Student: 
● Tell me a little bit about your family history. How did your family come to the 
United States? 
● Describe your childhood neighborhood. Where did you grow up? What was that 
like? 
● What was school like as a kid? What did school mean in your family? 
○ Tell me about a teacher that you liked in your K—12 schooling.  
○ Tell me about a teacher you had a hard time with.  
○ Describe a good childhood friend/important childhood friendship. 
○ Describe a memorable (positive/negative or maybe both) 
experience/incident you had at school. 
 
Transnational experience: 
● What are some stories you remember hearing from your parents about India? 
● How would you describe your relationship to India? To the United States? 
● What does it mean to you to be Indian-American? How has that changed 
throughout your life?  
● How do you feel about how immigration is discussed in the media? 
  
Preparing to be a teacher 
● What made you decide to become a teacher? 
● How did your family respond to this? What are their thoughts on your being a 
teacher? 
● Where did you get your degree in education? Why did you choose to go there? 
● Menu of Teacher Education Questions 
○ What do you remember most about your teacher education experience? 
○ Do you remember how you felt in the beginning (of learning to teach?) 
○ Who was a professor that really made an impact on you? What do you 
remember most about them?  
○ What was something you learned that really impacted you? What were 
some AHA! moments?  
○ Describe your student teaching experience. What was the first day like? 
What do you feel you learned the most?  
○ What were some significant moments for you during your teacher 
education experience? As a student? As a student teacher?  




○ What might you do differently now? 
○ What advice would you give some who is just entering the profession?   
● Where did you feel the strongest personal connections to what you learned about 
teaching?  
● Where did you feel the strongest personal disconnects from what you learned 
about teaching?  
  
Being a teacher 
● What are your commitments as a teacher? What informs your commitments? 










- Talk to me more about visiting special education classrooms when you travel 
internationally. What motivates you to do that? What do you notice? What are 
you looking for? Maybe think of a few specific experiences in different 
locations… 
- We talked about parents a little bit at dinner...tell me more about your experience 
there! What are some things your parents say that make you cringe? Why does it 
make you cringe? How do you navigate that? What are some things they say that 
make you go Hmmm I hadn’t thought of that. 
- What surprised you about our conversation during dinner, talking with Suraj? 
What did you appreciate? What were you left wondering? 
- On a scale of 1—5 (5 being as fluent as a native speaker) how fluent are you in 
your mother tongue? Do you have any thoughts or feelings about that?  
- Do you feel comfortable talking about your religion? How do you feel it is 
portrayed in the media? In your schooling? Talked about in society?  
- What are some stereotypes about Indians that really bug you? What are some 
stereotypes about Indian Americans that really bug you? What are some things 
about Indian Americans that really bug you? Who is an Indian American you 
really admire? Why?  
- Can you describe a thing that happens or happened—so a phenomenon or an 
event—where you were sort of caught between two worlds of being Indian and 
American? 
- What are some words or terms you use at home with your family for which there 
isn’t really a full translation in English?  
- What are some topics you find yourself avoiding as an Indian American in 2020? 
Things that you feel unsafe or uncomfortable or unsure discussing? 
- What are some aspects or ways of being Indian American that you find you just 
can’t explain to other folks or that don’t resonate with mainstream American 
society?  







- During our first dinner, we had a conversation about women’s safety in India. I 
was wondering if you had any further thoughts on that.  
- What surprised you about talking with other Indian American educators? What 
did you appreciate?  
- Let’s talk about that Gandhi article. Tell me more about what you found 
interesting in it? And what was it like to share it? Is there a difference in sharing 
it/discussing it amongst other desis versus non-desis? How so? 
- Can you describe a thing that happens or happened—so a phenomenon or an 
event—where you were sort of caught between two worlds? 
- What are some words or terms you use at home with your family for which there 
isn’t really a full translation in English?  
- On a scale of 1—5 (5 being as fluent as a native speaker) how fluent are you in 
your mother tongue? Do you have any thoughts or feelings about that?  
- Do you feel comfortable talking about your religion? How do you feel it is 
portrayed in the media? In your schooling?  
- What are some stereotypes about Indians that really bug you? What are some 
stereotypes about Indian Americans that really bug you? What are some things 
about Indian Americans that really bug you? Who is an Indian American you 
really admire? Why?  
- What are some topics you find yourself avoiding as an Indian American in 2020? 
Things that you feel unsafe or uncomfortable or unsure discussing?  
- This is something you brought up at dinner...tell me a little bit more about your 
parents and their educational experiences and how you read that and how that 
shows up in your life and in your mind.  
- What are some things your parents say that make you cringe? Why does it make 
you cringe? How do you navigate that? What are some things they say that make 
you go Hmmm I hadn’t thought of that? 







- During our first dinner, we had a conversation about women’s safety in India. I 
was wondering if you had any further thoughts on that.  
- What surprised you about talking with other Indian American educators? What 
did you appreciate?  
- On a scale of 1—5 (5 being as fluent as a native speaker) how fluent are you in 
your mother tongue? Do you have any thoughts or feelings about that?  
- Do you feel comfortable talking about your religion? How do you feel it is 
portrayed in the media? In your schooling?  Talked about in society?  
- What are some stereotypes about Indians that really bug you? What are some 
stereotypes about Indian Americans that really bug you? What are some things 
about Indian Americans that really bug you? Who is an Indian American you 
really admire? Why?  
- Can you describe a thing that happens or happened—so a phenomenon or an 
event—where you were sort of caught between two worlds? 
- What are some topics you find yourself avoiding as an Indian American in 2020? 
Things that you feel unsafe or uncomfortable or unsure discussing? 
- What are some things your parents say that make you cringe? Why does it make 
you cringe? How do you navigate that? What are some things they say that make 
you go Hmmm I hadn’t thought of that? 
- What are some words or terms you use at home with your family for which there 
isn’t really a full translation in English?  
- What are some aspects or ways of being Indian American that you find you just 
can’t explain to other folks or that don’t resonate with mainstream American 
society?  
- What are some stereotypes you’ve encountered?  






- Was there anything you were thinking of sharing when thinking about this 
interview? 
- During our first dinner, we had a conversation about women’s safety in India. I 
was wondering if you had any further thoughts on that.  
- What stuck with you from that dinner? What were you anticipating? What 
surprised you? What resonated? 
- As I shared in my text message, not a lot of space is given to Kashmiri Hindus to 
share their stories. In no way do I want to pressure you, but I want to offer, if this 
is something you’d like to speak about, that this is a 100% safe and supportive 
space. If you want to get something “on the record,” I am here to support that... 
- On a scale of 1—5 (5 being as fluent as a native speaker) how fluent are you in 
your mother tongue? Do you have any thoughts or feelings about that?  
- Do you feel comfortable talking about your religion? How do you feel it is 
portrayed in the media? In your schooling? Talked about in society?  
- What are some stereotypes about Indians that really bug you? What are some 
stereotypes about Indian Americans that really bug you? What are some things 
about Indian Americans that really bug you? Who is an Indian American you 
really admire? Why?  
- Can you describe a thing that happens or happened—so a phenomenon or an 
event—where you were sort of caught between two worlds? 
- What are some words or terms you use at home with your family for which there 
isn’t really a full translation in English?  
- What are some topics you find yourself avoiding as an Indian American in 2020? 
Things that you feel unsafe or uncomfortable or unsure discussing? 
- What are some things your parents say that make you cringe? Why does it make 
you cringe? How do you navigate that? What are some things they say that make 
you go Hmmm I hadn’t thought of that? 
- What are some aspects or ways of being Indian American that you find you just 
can’t explain to other folks or that don’t resonate with mainstream American 
society?  
- What, if anything, came up for you as a result of participating in this study?  
